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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 At 11:00 am on Wednesday, September 7, 1921, thousands of Americans 
gathered on the boardwalk of the vibrant Atlantic City, New Jersey, the country’s center 
of “ocean, emotion, and constant promotion.”1 With an uproar of applause, church bells, 
sirens, and booming guns from the decks of boats, the crowd celebrated as Father 
Neptune, the majestic “Sea King” clad in a long, purple robe reached the shore on a 
seashell barge alongside his beautiful throng of mermaids.2 As they struck land, city 
Mayor Edward L. Bader rushed to present his “Majesty of the Waves” with a key to the 
city.  With this ceremonial gesture, the first Miss America pageant was officially 
underway. 
 Over the years, the Miss America beauty pageant has been a long-standing 
symbol of American tradition, a grandiose celebration of America’s “finest” women, and 
the most elite of a number of female beauty pageants. In 1921, however, the Atlantic City 
                                                 
1 Vicki Gold Levi, Atlantic City: 125 Years of Ocean Madness (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 1979), 55. 
2 The following historical account of the 1921 Atlantic City Pageant is derived from a variety of secondary 
literature: Elwood Watson and Darcy Martin, “There She Is, Miss America”: The Politics of Sex, Beauty, 
and Race in America’s Most Famous Pageant (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2004); A. R. Riverol, Live 
From Atlantic City: The History of the Miss America Pageant Before, After and in Spite of Television 
(Bowling Green Ohio: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1992); Sarah Banet-Weiser, The 
Most Beautiful Girl in the World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) 
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pageant was unlike anything the nation had ever seen.  Although newspapers frequently 
held beauty contests, the notion of a “beauty pageant” had not yet come into popularity 
by 1921.  The idea was proposed to the Hotelmen’s Association by Harry Finley, a 
newspaperman who wrote for the Atlantic City Daily Press.  The Association had been 
seeking a way to extend the tourist season at America’s most popular resort town.  Since 
the city’s founding in 1854, Atlantic City had been a haven of leisure and excitement for 
young Americans.  Its long, ocean-side boardwalk, amusement piers, and exquisite shops 
and hotels made the city an appealing destination for men and women looking forward to 
“letting [their] hair down and having a delicious, romantic time.”3  But as a beach town 
in the northeast, the city struggled to attract visitors after Labor Day.  In 1920 th
Hotelmen’s Association hosted a week-long “Fall Frolic” during the first week of 
September, complete with parades and festivals. But it was not until the following year 
with the addition of the beauty pageant that Atlantic City’s businessmen would succeed 
in finding an effective way of keeping customers.  
e 
                                                
Father Neptune, the ring leader of the pageant, was actually Hudson Maxim, 
America’s celebrated inventor of smokeless gunpowder.  His beautiful mermaids were 
the first Miss America contestants, eight young women from cities across the country.  
Each girl had been selected as the winner of a photo beauty contest held by local 
newspapers.  Margaret Gorman, an adorably charming fifteen-year-old from Washington 
D.C., was a clear favorite with her long, brown curls and innocent, dimpled smile.  She 
had a petite and slender figure with a height of 5’1” and weight of 108 pounds.  She was 
said to resemble “America’s sweetheart,” the celebrated actress Mary Pickford. Other fan 
 
3 PBS, “Miss America,” American Experience, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/missamerica/  
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favorites were the curvaceous Virginia Lee from New York and the tall, short-haired 
Nellie Orr from Philadelphia. Upon reaching land, the girls gathered on stage where they 
were displayed in front of the large crowd and interviewed by judges for an hour.  A 
vaudeville performance added to the festivities later that night. Although the girls were 
not in the show, their position on a platform above the audience indicated that their 
visibility was a vital part of the overall ambience of the event.  
The second day of the contest featured the much-publicized Bather’s Revue.  
Vacationers and contestants alike donned a variety of bathing costumes, many in “risqué” 
one-pieces, which created quite a stir across the country.  A New York Times headline 
declared, “150,000 See Picked Beauties in One-Piece Suits in Atlantic City’s Fall 
Event.”4  Although by today’s standards, a one-piece suit seems to be a modest choice, 
this was a sharp turn from the long gown and trousers worn at the turn of the century.  
The author of the article commented, “For the time being, the censor ban on bare knees 
and skin-tight bathing suits was suspended and thousands of spectators gasped as they 
applauded the girls, who were judged on their shapeliness and carriage, as well as beauty 
of face…”5  The scantily clad beauties sat in decorated rolling chairs and paraded across 
the city’s boardwalk.  Later, the girls were rated by the judges according to specific 
criteria that awarded a certain number of points for each physical feature.  The scale 
awarded fifteen points for the “construction of the head,” five each for hair, nose, and 
mouth, and ten each for eyes, facial expression, torso, legs, arms, hands, and “grace of 
bearing.”6  Finally, at the end of the day, after much anticipation, the judges presented the 
                                                 
4 "1,000 Bathing Girls on View in Pageant,” New York Times, September 9, 1921, 12. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Vicki Gold Levi, Atlantic City: 125 Years of Ocean Madness (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 1979), 165. 
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Golden Mermaid trophy to the young Margaret Gorman and declared her the “most 
beautiful girl of the cities of America.”7    The first Miss America had been selected. 
By and large, the Great Atlantic City Pageant of 1921 was a tremendous 
economic success.  The city mayor and pageant sponsors all agreed that profits had far 
exceeded the pageant’s production cost of $27,000.  Mayor Bader announced, “We 
brought the people here by the thousands, and if they wished to purchase anything, the 
merchants profited.”8  Historian A. R. Riverol observes that, “the pageant’s original aim 
was not to promote pageantry, beauty, scholarship, or any other such lofty ideal.  Its 
creation was to make money, a point that many pageant aficionados still feel 
uncomfortable admitting.”9  Regardless of its intended purpose, the decision by the 
Atlantic City officials to use a beauty pageant as a means to economic success signified a 
dramatic shift in America’s view of women and their bodies.   
 
***Miss America and the New Modern Woman10*** 
 
The Miss America pageant is emblematic of a few trends that developed in 1920s 
America.  Historian Kimberly Hamlin notes that, “the early Miss America Pageants, from 
1921 to 1927, provide a window through which to view the struggle to define women’s 
                                                 
7 "1,000 Bathing Girls on View in Pageant,” New York Times, September 9, 1921, 12. 
8 Taken from A.R. Riverol, Live From Atlantic City, 21 
9 Ibid., 24 
10 Some scholars differentiate between the New Woman and Modern Girl, suggesting that the New Woman 
is associated with the turn-of-the-century reformist ideals of female access to male spheres while the 
Modern Girl reflects the consumer, materialist “flapper-esque” generation who, already in the male sphere, 
emphasized body liberation and display.  For my purposes, however, I reject these confining categories in 
order to analyze how women as a heterogeneous group navigated through and actively engaged 
traditionally male terrains as well as the consumer beauty culture. 
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proper place in society at a time when traditional gender roles were in upheaval.”11 
Throughout the nineteenth century, white middle- and upper-class women were expected 
to follow strict traditional gender roles of passivity and maternal domesticity.  Confined 
to the home and denied the right to vote, they had little voice on both a personal and 
political level.  By the turn of the century, however, women increasingly demanded equal 
rights and liberation from domestic confinement.  This generated a great deal of 
resistance and numerous efforts to compel women to remain in their traditional space.  In 
fact, Mother’s Day was invented in 1914 as a way to remind women of their proper role 
in the home.12  Then, with the onset of World War I, many women took up various jobs 
in order to replace the men fighting in the war, demonstrating that women did have the 
stamina and intelligence to excel in the workforce.  In 1920, women finally won the right 
to vote with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment.  It was in this atmosphere, as 
women carved a place for themselves in the public sphere for the first time, that the 
Modern Woman was born.   
The Modern Woman attended college. She worked and could earn her own living 
(although she often relied on a number of male suitors to help with expenses).  She 
expressed an unapologetic openness about her sexuality. Often referred to as the 
“flapper”, the Modern Woman loved excitement and leisure.  She danced, drove cars, 
drank, smoked, went on dates, and wore makeup.  She was bold and brazen, yet an aura 
of charm and allure radiated from her.  1920s journalist Margaret Deland captured the 
essence of this new woman, describing her as “a wholesome loveable creature with 
                                                 
11 Kimberly Hamlin, “Bathing Suits and Backlash,” in “There She Is, Miss America”: The Politics of Sex, 
Beauty, and Race in America’s Most Famous Pageant, ed. Elwood Watson and Darcy Martin (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillian, 2004), 29 
12 Ibid, 31 
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surprisingly bad manners.  She has gone to college and when she graduates she is going 
to earn her own living.”13  The modern woman of the 1920s challenged tradition and 
constructed a new, independent and fun-loving definition of womanhood. 
The 1921 Miss America pageant was an example of the modern, bold presence of 
the new Modern Woman.  In many ways, the pageant was a shocking and scandalous 
event that met with much controversy. It was criticized by religious organizations that 
believed it promoted loose morals and an immoral display of sexuality.  Feminist activists 
accused the pageant of exploiting women and objectifying their bodies.  Yet in other 
ways, the pageant was actually a call for a return to traditional values and gender roles.  
Margaret Gorman, the first Miss America, was not the independent Modern Woman just 
coming into her own in 1921.  Rather than an assertive, pleasure-loving flapper wearing a 
short skirt and bobbed hair, Gorman was an innocent, wide-eyed teenager. She was 
described in the New York Times as representative of “the type of womanhood America 
needs…strong, red-blooded, able to shoulder the responsibilities of homemaking and 
motherhood.”14  The choice of a Miss America who represented traditional values and 
roles reflects the struggle to define womanhood in the 1920s.  
The Miss America pageant reflected the growing fascination that Americans had 
with women’s bodies. The representation of woman as a physical body, an objectified 
being, was nothing new or revolutionary.  Greek philosopher Aristotle divided men and 
women into a mind/body dichotomy: women symbolized the physical body while men, 
the stronger sex, symbolized the mind and intellect.15 Yet until the 1920s, women’s 
bodies in the mainstream US were kept hidden under large dresses and corsets.  A 
                                                 
13 Margaret Deland, “The Change in the Feminine Ideal,” Atlantic Monthly, Vol. CV (March 1910): 291. 
14 Kimberly Hamlin, “Bathing Suits and Backlash,” 35. 
15 Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber, The Cult of Thinness (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 33. 
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woman’s face, rather than her figure, was her primary mark of beauty. Rather than 
dieting or exercising to physically change their bodies, women relied on external devices 
such as corsets to create the illusion of a perfect figure.   
The shedding of corsets came alongside the shedding of traditional gender roles in 
the 1920s.  The corset was a symbol and physical manifestation of a woman’s 
submissiveness and fragility.  The corset was also a visual indicator of class and status as 
no working-class woman could wear such a restraining garment while working as a 
factory girl or domestic servant.  Women were no longer willing to suffer the physical 
and emotional pain of such restrictive clothing.  In the early twentieth century, designers 
like Paul Poiret and Coco Chanel liberated the New Women from the corsets and 
cumbersome dresses of the Victorian period in exchange for a more revealing, risqué 
style of fashion that symbolized the new female attitude of freedom and sexuality.  The 
new style consisted of straight lines, flat chests, bobbed hair, and short skirts that 
accentuated long calves and showed a hint of the thigh.  The new factory system of mass 
production enabled the garment industry to create fashionable styles that many women 
could afford to wear, thus allowing for increased social mobility, at least in regards to 
appearances.  Increased literacy and improved printing technologies increased magazine 
readership broadening the visibility of advertisements that encouraged women to invest 
their bodies and money in the latest fashion trends.  
In the 1920s, women’s bodies became part of the visible consumer culture.  The 
female body was no longer just a physical body but a cultural display.  Historian Liz 
Conor writes that, “The Western dichotomy of subject/object manifested as a cultural 
bias, assigning the spectator to the male position and the spectacle to the female, in a 
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variety of visual scenes.”16 Women’s bodies were marketable, and could be exploited in 
order to turn profits.  The hyper-visibility of women’s bodies in the 1920s created a new 
female image that affected not only how women were seen, but how being a woman was 
experienced. In many ways, the Modern Woman was both the creator and the creation of 
the 1920s.  Just as the title of Miss America represented both a real woman as well as a 
man-made entity that defined a standard of beauty, the Modern Woman was also both 
real and a cultural artifice. The Modern Woman was a visible, constructed image. Even 
the choice of the terms “Modern Woman,” “New Woman,” or “Flapper” implies a certain 
homogenous type of female. 
Women were not just passive victims in the standardization of beauty types, 
however, but were active agents in the construction, alteration, and visualization of these 
types.  Conor writes, “Modernity’s visions of women became part of women’s self-
perception as modern: gendered representations became embodied.”17 As a woman’s 
body became increasingly objectified, her own subjective experience of herself and her 
body changed.  In experimenting with her presentation, a woman could reinvent and re-
present her identity.  This alterable link between identity and image, however, was seen 
by modern society as an essentialized and indivisible fact—a woman’s image was her 
identity.  Therefore, a beauty contest based solely on physical appearance nonetheless 
discussed the pageant contestants in terms of their character.  Margaret Gorman did not 
just look like America’s ideal beauty; she was America’s ideal woman.   
                                                 
16 Liz Conor, The Spectacular Modern Woman: Feminine Visibility in the 1920s (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2004), 254. 
17 Ibid, 8 
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In his work, The Clash of Civilizations, political scientist Samuel Huntington 
writes, “We know who we are only when we know who we are not.”18  The creation of a 
standard beauty identity at the Atlantic City Pageant inevitably created an-other identity.  
In earning the title of Miss America, Margaret Gorman represented not only herself, but 
her country as well.  A symbol of national pride, Miss America was advertised as the 
ideal image of American beauty.  Thus, if Miss America was a model of true America, 
then those excluded from the contest were subsequently considered “un-American” or 
“alien.” This has profound implications with regards to race, class, ability, and age.  It is 
unlikely that a lower-class woman would be able to miss work for a beauty pageant or 
afford the gowns and bathing suits needed to compete.  Margaret Gorman was only 
sixteen years old when chosen as Miss America, indicating that youthfulness was a 
necessary asset to one’s beauty.  Even today, pageant contestants must be between the 
ages of 17 and 24, excluding the large majority of women from the realm of “ideal 
beauty.”  An African American woman did not participate in the Miss America Pageant 
until 1970 and it was not until 1984 that an African American woman won the title of 
Miss America.19  During the Twenties, the Ku Klux Klan even had its own pageant that 
crowned the title of “Miss 100 Percent America,” the pervasive racism and beliefs of 
racial superiority influenced by the eugenics movement and imperialism in the 1920s.20  
Those excluded from the Miss America Pageant were not just seen as inferior—their 
actual identification as American women was thrown into question.  Inscribed onto this 
backdrop of beauty pageants and consumerism, questions of bodies, appearance, and 
                                                 
18 Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1996), 21. 
19 PBS, “Miss America,” American Experience, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/missamerica/.  
20 Ibid. 
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power intersect in the construction, visualization, and experience of modern female 
identity.  
 
***Women’s Bodies, Beauty, and Power*** 
 
In this thesis, I will explore the paradoxical role of American women in the 1920s.  
The ‘Roaring Twenties’ was a decade of high-speed excitement and progressive 
liberalism that led to the birth of the first truly “modern” woman.  As a group, women 
made significant gains in power in personal, political, economic, and educational 
domains.  In many ways, the Twenties challenged and broke down the strict divide of 
masculine and feminine gender roles and ushered in ideas of female independence, 
individuality, and free will. Yet it was also a period of superficial exploitation and 
objectification of female bodies.  Women could express their individuality, but only 
within the bounds of what was deemed socially acceptable by the overarching, male-
dominated commercial beauty culture.  While women had increasing control over their 
lives, they used this control to scrutinize and regulate their own bodies in order to achieve 
standards of feminine beauty.     
In my thesis, I will consider a number of questions about women, beauty, and 
power during the 1920s.  How did a modern woman express her free will and 
independence yet still fall victim to beauty norms constructed by a patriarchal society? In 
what ways does the cultural construction of beauty standards marginalize certain women 
and limit access to beauty and femininity? How did the feminist struggle work with and 
against the struggle for femininity? Why, as women gained more rights, demanded a 
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greater space in public institutions, and resisted traditional gender roles, was their value 
judged increasingly by their bodies and physical appearance and less in their intellect?  
Can women be defined by their minds without a discussion and consideration of the 
physical body?  Or is the body a necessary tool for self-empowerment? Can it be a site of 
resistance?      
To engage these questions and develop a true understanding of the Modern 
Woman, it is necessary to understand the context in which she was born.  Historian 
Nathan Miller writes that, “The story of the Twenties is one of constant struggle between 
city and countryside for control of the nation’s soul.”21  Throughout its early history, 
America had been an agricultural, rural nation.  With the emergence of the Industrial 
Revolution in the late nineteenth century, American demographics shifted and by the 
1920s, over 51 percent of Americans lived in cities.22  Urbanization and the aftermath of 
World War I ushered in a decade of relative economic prosperity, rapid industrial growth, 
new technology, and big business.  Although this prosperity was by no means 
synonymous with equal distribution of wealth, the American economy as a whole 
prospered from a large increase in consumer spending.23  The factory system, pioneered 
by Henry Ford, allowed the mass production of automobiles, clothing, and electric 
appliances that were affordable to a wider range of Americans. With urbanization came 
an increased flow and intermingling of people, goods, and ideas and the rise of an urban 
labor market, a new domain in which women developed their own public presence.   
                                                 
21 Nathan Miller, New World Coming (New York: Scribner, 2003), 64. 
22 Joshua Zeitz, Flapper: A Madcap Story of Sex, Style, Celebrity, and the Women Who Made America 
Modern (New York: Crown Publishers, 2006), 10; According to historian Ronald Allen Goldberg, a city 
consisted of a community with at least 2,500 inhabitants.   
23 Ronald Allen Goldberg America in the Twenties (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2003) 124. 
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Miller writes, “As the country moved further from the war, there was a change in 
the national temper.  Turmoil and conflict were replaced by a less frenetic, less restless 
atmosphere.  The public mind was diverted by a whole host of new fads, fashions, and 
concerns.”24  Americans in the 1920s possessed a “life is too short” mentality that is 
often triggered by war, and focused heavily on leisure, entertainment, and pleasure.  
Many Americans had more time and money to spend at dance halls, professional spo
events, the cinema, and department stores.  Television, radio, and film all developed 
together during this time, and the new glamorous commercialism gave birth to America’s 
first celebrity “superstars,” such as actress Greta Garbo and comedian Charlie Chaplin.
rting 
                                                
25  
Sigmund Freud’s theories on sexual liberation encouraged young men and women to 
explore and display their sexuality and unsupervised spaces of the college campus and 
the automobile allowed for such behavior.   
 This shift towards urbanization and recreation was not without controversy. For 
many, the city embodied a dangerously fast-paced lifestyle that tramped traditional values 
and they longed for a return to the simplicity of rural life.  The Eighteenth Amendment 
on Prohibition, which lasted through the entire decade, illustrates the effort to rescue a 
modernizing America from moral decay.  For the conservative-minded, alcohol was one 
of the major underlying contributors of social decline; it supported prostitution, drugs, 
and gambling and contributed to venereal diseases, poor reproductive health in women.  
For a country teetering on the border of moral tradition and radical modernity, the fear 
that an intoxicated America would stumble into moral degradation was powerful enough 
to demand legal action.   
 
24 Nathan Miller, New World Coming (New York: Scribner, 2003), 57. 
25 Dorothy Brown, Setting a Course: American Women in the 1920s (Boston: Twayne, 1987). 
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 Concerns of moral decay also resonated in the racial discourse surrounding the 
eugenics movement.  While in the aftermath of World War Two, the movement is 
generally considered an absurd and racist belief held only by irrational people, eugenics 
was widely regarded in the 1920s as a social philosophy firmly rooted in science.  
Influenced by Darwin’s Origin of Species and ideas about evolution and natural selection, 
the eugenics movement began in the late nineteenth century and developed the belief that 
a country had a moral obligation to improve humankind by ensuring the perpetuation of 
individuals with “superior” hereditary traits and limiting the perpetuation of those 
considered “inferior.”  Such beliefs profoundly affected the social positions of African 
American and other marginalized American women, restricting and challenging their 
access into public spheres.  More disturbingly, eugenics affected the physical bodies of 
women, manipulating and controlling women’s reproductive rights in ways that ranged 
from advocating birth control to forced sterilization as a means of preserving standards of 
racial and social “purity.”26   
The conflicting mix of progressive thought and a desire to return to tradition that 
distinguishes the 1920s is demonstrated in the struggle of gender relations and the role of 
women.  In the first chapter of my thesis, I will explore the ways in which this exciting 
and dynamic period in American history gave way to a radical shift from female 
domesticity to a reconfiguring of American gender relations and roles.  The new, 
independent attitude of women appeared in both the personal and political spheres.  
Women became more assertive, more powerful, more self-aware.  Rather than focus her 
entire being on her husband and children, the modern woman focused on herself and on 
                                                 
26 Although I have chosen to focus on the visible displays of women’s bodies and thus do not explore this 
relationship between reproductive rights and eugenics, I certainly recognize it as an important arena for 
analysis on the control over women’s bodies in the 1920’s. 
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her own happiness.  She took her future in her own hands and manipulated her physical 
display to establish herself in the public eye.  She explored her sexuality and was not 
afraid to talk about it.  The 1920s was a period of many positive gains for women in 
politics, education, and the workforce.  Women challenged old notions that their bodies 
and their minds were too fragile and weak for higher education.  They created political 
parties and used their right to vote to demand steps for further gender equality.  In many 
ways, the 1920s was a revolution in the name of female liberation.      
 While the first chapter explores women’s personal and political shifts that 
occurred in the 1920s, Chapter Two looks at the consumer beauty culture that created and 
shaped the 1920s flapper.  The factory system of mass production, mail-in clothing 
orders, and the rise of department stores created a consumer culture that crossed class and 
racial lines. An increase in magazine circulation enabled the garment and beauty 
industries to personally address American women and create new, national trends.  The 
1920s also saw an increase in the popular use of makeup and the practice of “making up” 
suggesting that women had the ability to and did alter their image to reconstruct their 
own physical display.  Many women viewed the consumer culture as a site of feminism 
and independence.  As a 1920’s fashion critic wrote, “The whole position of women in 
Western civilization, her struggle for equality and her success, is reflected in the 
garments she has worn.”27 Yet was the mass consumption culture of fashion and the art 
of “making up” a means of expressing freedom and individuality, or was it simply a way 
in which women were forced to regulate and police their bodies in order to achieve 
cultural standards of beauty and appearance?   
                                                 
27 Taken from Joshua Zeitz, Flapper, 161. 
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 Chapter Three explores how notions of female independence discussed in the first 
chapter interacted with the consumer culture of beauty and manifested itself in the 
regulation of women’s own, physical bodies.  Women exerted control and responsibility 
over their own bodies to achieve the “ideal” of feminine beauty.  With new scientific 
discoveries about calories and nutrition, women began dieting for the first time.  Home 
economics courses in colleges across the country encouraged women to practice 
“reducing” as if it were a personal challenge in self-control.  Dieting enabled women to 
maintain the desired figure and, more importantly, to demonstrate one’s own self-control.  
No longer did the plump, curvaceous Victorian woman of the nineteenth century 
represent female beauty. The 1920s created a new definition of beauty and rebuilt the 
female body into a tall, lean, and flat-chested, somewhat masculine figure.  While robust 
and full-figured women were once equated with economic prosperity and good health, 
they were redefined as demonstrating a lack of sophistication, as a symbol of the 
working-class woman who was forced to engage in strenuous physical labor.  
Women also found a space for themselves in the world of exercise and sports. 
Throughout the nineteenth century sports were seen as dangerous for a woman’s delicate 
figure and damaging to her reproductive capabilities.  By the 1920s, however, America 
experienced a physical culture movement and women forced their way into the field of 
sports and onto the sports field. Women’s participation in the Olympics increased as 
more events were opened to the female population. College students engaged in 
extracurricular sports as well as mandatory gym classes.  For women, sports and exercise 
became a way to demonstrate physical strength and capability while also serving as a tool 
for bodily alteration.      
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 Throughout my analysis, I engage in a critical analysis of what I call “the paradox 
of feminine power” in the 1920s.  I explore how the combined experiences of the 
American woman’s new independence and control on personal, political, and economic 
levels, the growing consumer beauty culture, and the new understanding of the body as a 
site for change and alteration was both liberating and restricting.  Women were exerting 
control and free will over their lives and their bodies, but it was all done for the sake of 
achieving certain socially constructed notions of “ideal beauty.”  Furthermore, the 
creation of “the ideal” is a troubling concept because it inevitably leads to the creation of 
“the Other,” the “un-ideal.” Strict standards of beauty often exclude groups of 
individuals, based on factors such as class and race.  I discuss how those “Other” women 
experienced, contributed to, and resisted social constructions of feminine beauty.   
 The 1920s was an era of paradoxes for American women.  It promoted and 
celebrated individuality and free choice, yet it created conforming and restrictive types of 
displayed womanhood.  It was a period of mass consumption, yet at the same time, a 
period of vast economic disparities. It was a period in which women broke down 
traditional gender roles and explored the formerly masculine domains of the workforce, 
the college, and the sports field.  Yet it was a period of hyper-femininity, when what it 
mean to be feminine and beautiful was redefined and narrowed.  The body revolution of 
the 1920s American woman dramatically changed both the embodied experiences and the 
external view of a woman and her body.  The Modern Woman liberated and empowered 
the modern American woman, while submerging her further into the strangling grasp of 
self-regulation and societal constructs. 
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1.  The Modern Woman 
 
 
 
Figure 1.1: “The New Woman Emerging Out of the Past,” frontispiece for “A Symposium on the New 
Woman,” Current History 27 (October 1927)28 
 
 
In October, 1927, the American publication, Current History, devoted its monthly 
issue to a topic that had been causing much discussion and debate—America’s New 
Woman.  Entitled "Feminism: Views for and against: A Symposium on the New 
Woman," the magazine featured eight articles from feminists, scholars, and sociologists 
about the state of this new highly-visible figure.  The editor’s note in the magazine 
writes, “There is perhaps no aspect of present day social history more controversial in 
character or more delicate in its implications than that of the new status of woman.”29 
The woman displayed on the cover of the magazine (Figure 1.1) exemplifies this visible, 
                                                 
28 Taken from: Ellen W. Todd, The New Woman Revised: Painting and Gender Politics on Fourteenth 
Street (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 35. 
29 Ibid., 32. 
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strong presence of the modern woman.  Confident, independent, and smart, the modern 
woman demanded respect and power in and outside of the home.  As 1920s journalist 
Dorothy Dunbar Bromley wrote in her article, Feminist—New Style, the modern woman 
“will proceed on the principle that a person of intelligence and energy can attain a fair 
amount of success-- by the very virtue of living a well-balanced life, as well as by 
working with concentration.”30  Bromley’s observation and the Current History 
symposium indicate a striking shift in the position, display, and identity of 1920s women.  
 It was on a playing field of industrial growth, economic prosperity, and 
consumerism that the traditional dichotomous structures of gender began to change.  
Modern women emerged and appeared in a variety of public institutions formerly 
designated as masculine domains. While women’s access into the public sphere was 
hailed as a symbol of new freedoms in a modernizing America, a reconfigured set of 
gendered expectations arose in each newly female-infiltrated arena to regain control over 
women’s freedom. Arguments about the physical abilities and symbolic significances of 
women’s bodies were central in the discourse against female presence in politics, labor, 
and education.  It was also through the body, however, that women were able to use and 
reconfigure their appearances and visible image in order to navigate these domains.  As 
Liz Conor writes, when considering the social significance of the visible 
spectacularization of women one must constantly ask, “Did women’s magnified visibility 
render them merely objects, “subsisting” as images, or could it have been integral to their 
cultural presence and political representation, even to realizing the emancipated ideal of 
the Modern Woman?”31   
                                                 
30 Dorothy Dunbar Bromley, "Feminist—New Style," Harper's Monthly 155 (October 1927), p. 554. 
31Liz Conor, The Spectacular Modern Woman, 16.  
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***The Appearance of Political Power*** 
 
 
Figure 1.2 – Cartoon of the National Woman’s Party in 1923 Presenting to Congress the Principles of 
Equal Rights from the 1848 Seneca Falls Conference32 
 
 In 1776, as John Adams was helping draft a constitution for the newly declared 
United States of America, his wife Abigail wrote to him asking, “in the new code of laws 
which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make, I desire you would remember the 
ladies…Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the husbands.”33  After 
reading her requests, Adams responded, “I cannot but laugh.”34  In the opinion of 
America’s founders, women were not physically or mentally capable of the political 
awareness necessary to make important decisions about the nation—a woman’s body was 
                                                 
32 National Woman’s Party  Digital Collection, http://www.nwpcollection.org/NWPArchWeb/index.jsp 
33 Carol V. R. George, “Remember the Ladies”: New Perspectives on Women in American History 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1975), 1. 
34 Ibid. 
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simply the property of her husband. The idea of women in politics was so absurd it was, 
as John Adams put it, utterly laughable.   
In 1848, suffragists, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott issued The 
Declaration of Sentiments at the Seneca Falls Conference, the first conference to address 
women’s rights in America.  The Declaration declared, “Now, in view of this entire 
disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country…and because women do feel 
themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, 
we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong 
to them as citizens of the United States.”35  Unfortunately, the conference was so poorly 
received that most of the women who had signed the Declaration withdrew their names.36  
It was not until August 18, 1920, with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to 
the Constitution that American women finally succeeded in their two-hundred-year battle 
for suffrage.   
In the days after the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, a stir of hope and 
excitement spread through the American public.  “I am glad the vote has come in my day 
even though…I can not hope to use it many times,” 99 year-old Judith W. Smith said. 
“Other women will, and they and their children and the country they live in will be 
better.”37  Ohio Governor, and Democratic presidential nominee, James M. Cox 
optimistically declared, “The civilization of the world is saved.  The mothers of America 
will stay the hand of war and repudiate those who trifle with a great principle.”38  The 
Washington Post declared, “This fresh vote may determine the course of the nation for 
                                                 
35 Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan Brownell Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, ed., History of Woman 
Suffrage (Rochester, NY: Charles Mann, 1881), 1:70.  
36 Gail Collins, America’s Women (New York: HarperCollins, 2003), 114. 
37 “Boston Women Rejoice Over Suffrage Victory,” Boston Daily Globe, August 19, 1920. 
38 R. Smith, “Victory Seen By Gov. Cox in Women’s Votes,” Chicago Daily Tribune, August 19, 1920, 5. 
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years to come.”39  It seemed that America had high expectations for the newly 
enfranchised segment of its population. 
Yet as early as November, 1920, America’s excitement and optimism towards 
women’s suffrage was challenged when less than half of the eligible female voters 
participated in the presidential election. The number of female voters remained low 
throughout the decade.40  After the 1920 election, Jean Burnet Tompkins, Chairwoman of 
the Women’s Non-Partisan Committee wrote grievingly, “The fine spirit of cooperation 
so prominent in suffrage work seemingly disappeared.  No sooner have [these] rights 
come to us than we find the great majority of our women separating into the dominant 
[political] parties and being wholly swallowed up by them.”  She continued, “Is our 
suffrage victory to be realized? Or is it to be wasted? The women of the country must 
decide.”41 By 1924 popular magazines like Century Magazine and Literary Digest were 
publishing articles entitled, “Is Woman-Suffrage a Failure” and “Why More Women 
Voters Don’t Vote.”42 What had happened to the determination and power of women 
voters?  Where were Governor Cox’s “saviors” of civilization?   
Although women were officially allowed entry into the political domain through 
suffrage, they represented a small minority of political officials and were confined 
unofficially to specific areas deemed to be acceptable and understandable to women.  The 
number of female legislators increased between 1924 and 1929 by nearly 250 percent to 
two hundred women in office, yet when compared to the ten thousand male legislators, 
                                                 
39 “The Woman Vote in 1920,” The Washington Post, August 12, 1920 
40 “Woman Votes Urged by Raskob As Duty,” New York Times. Sept 9, 1928. 
41 Jean Burnet Tompkins, “Women’s Void in Politics,” New York Times November 21, 1920. 
42 Sarah Jane Deutsch, “From Ballots to Breadlines” in No Small Courage: A History of Women in the 
United States, ed. Nancy F. Cott (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 419. 
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this number is still quite small.43  Throughout the decade, women’s political 
achievements focused on social welfare and domestic policies.  The 1921 Maternity and 
Infant Act (formally known as the Sheppard-Towner Act) provided the federal funds for 
prenatal and infant health care.  The Cable Act of 1922 secured independent citizenship 
for married women.   
Because the government concentrated primarily on the preservation of capitalism 
and big business, “women’s concerns” of health care and individual human rights were 
often disregarded.  Furthermore, while the fight for suffrage united a diverse group of 
American women from varying racial and socio-economic backgrounds, after the 
Nineteenth Amendment such differences emerged and fractured the movement, 
particularly along racial lines.  Alice Paul, President of the National Women’s Party 
(NWP) opposed discrimination in the party, yet refused to address racial issues, 
considering them to be outside the scope of “women’s issues.”44  For a non-white 
woman, however, multiple oppressions of race, gender, and often class, are inextricably 
connected and African American women increasingly left women’s political 
organizations to work for racial equality within black male organizations. 45  By the 
decade’s end, NWP membership had dwindled from 35,000 in 1920 to only 1,000 
women.46  
Many historians attribute the lack of women’s political influence in the 1920s to 
women’s concern for social welfare and reluctance to campaign for legislation outside the 
                                                 
43 Ibid., 418-420. 
44 Ibid., 423. 
45 Lynn Dumenil, The Modern Temper: American Culture and Society in the 1920s (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1995), 103. 
46 Sarah Jane Deutsch, “From Ballots to Breadlines” in No Small Courage: A History of Women in the 
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realm of “women’s issues.”  One could argue, however, that the movement’s narrow and 
inflexible platform was not reflective of women’s actual political concerns but rather a 
reconfiguration of traditional gender roles in which women were confined to specific 
issues.  The traditional notion that a woman’s primary focus was domestic and family-
oriented adapted itself to modern circumstances, creating limits to what was politically 
acceptable for women.  Based on these limits, women had to strategically manipulate a 
“politics of domesticity,” using their maternal role to campaign for civil movements such 
as temperance and child welfare. 
Another divisive challenge to women’s politics was the debate over the Equal 
Rights Amendment.  Many women, including Alice Paul, advocated the ratification of a 
Twentieth Amendment stating that, “Women shall have the same rights, privileges and 
immunities under the law as men…”47  However, as a New York Times article observed, 
the problem with this amendment was that “If women are to have ‘the same rights, 
privileges and immunities under the law as men,’ does not this mean that the same duties 
will be theirs also?”48  Using a domestic politics based on motherhood, equal rights 
actually threatened and contradicted some of women’s aims.  Such an amendment had the 
potential not only to stop discrimination against women, but also to diminish any special 
treatment or protection of women.   With Equal Rights, what would happen to protective 
labor laws for women? Would women face military conscription?  Still confined to 
traditional gender expectations and performances, women were unable to campaign 
successfully for equal rights.  
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 By the 1920s, women had carved a space for themselves in the political realm.  
Suffrage manifested itself as the beginning of a new era, a symbol of the freed modern 
woman.  Limited, however, to a platform of traditional femininity, women’s political 
organizations ultimately just stood as a publicizing of domesticity and a reinvention of 
traditional gender roles.  Perhaps, as activist Rose Schneiderman observed, gaining 
suffrage was not such a revolutionary step—after all, “Men had it all these years and 
nothing of great importance had happened.”49 
 
***The Working Woman: Exacting Realities and Glamorous Displays*** 
       
Figure 1.3 (left): “Women Operators on Drill Presses,” cover of U.S. Women’s Bureau. 1920. The new 
position of women in American industry, 1920, p. 1. 
 
Figure 1.4 (right): Business Women shown in advertisement for Carson Pirie Scott & Co.50 
 
On June 1, 1920, Senator William S. Kenyon, a 51-year-old Republican from 
Iowa, proposed a bill to establish an official women’s bureau within the Department of 
                                                 
49 Taken from Sarah Jane Deutsch, “From Ballots to Breadlines” in No Small Courage: A History of 
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Labor.51  Under female leadership, the bureau’s main duty would be “to formulate 
standards and policies which shall promote the welfare of wage-earning women, improve 
their working conditions, increase their efficiency, and advance their opportunities for 
profitable employment.”52  Although an informal women’s bureau had been established 
for a number of years, members of the bureau sought “a status and a dignity…in keeping 
with their rights and condition in the country.”53  Not unexpectedly, a heated debate 
broke out on the floor of the Senate.  A number of Senators, such as Lee Slater Overman 
from North Carolina, opposed the bill out of what they deemed to be financial concerns.  
After all, the children’s bureau passed in 1912 was now demanding three hundred 
thousand dollars more each year than it had been originally allocated. Yet that same day, 
Senator Overman, himself, had voted to send $50 million to help citizens in Armenia, 
throwing into question his supposed fiscal concerns.   
After much discussion and outright bickering amongst the Congressmen, Senator 
James Reed, a Democrat from Missouri, stood up and presented a lengthy and passionate 
speech in favor of the Women’s Bureau in which he articulated a bittersweet 
acknowledgement of women’s new role in the labor force.   
The question of woman’s place in the industrial world is one of growing importance. 
Under old conditions almost every woman lived in her father's house until she was 
married. Her energies were almost entirely directed to domestic affairs…it would be a 
very good thing if we could return to old conditions, but…the fact is, whether it be a 
pleasant or an unpleasant fact, that ten or twelve million women in the United States are 
wage earners. The fact further is that because they are women they have…been 
discriminated against…it seems to me beyond reasonable dispute that there should be an 
organization within the Labor Department headed by a woman to look after those matters 
which particularly affect the women of the country who are obliged to earn their living.54 
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Senator Reed continued to push for the bill, accusing Senator Overman of displaying a 
hypocritical lack of concern for people in his own country while supporting the Armenian 
bill:  
We are constantly told that it is our duty to go out and democratize the world, to reform 
humanity, to feed the hungry of every land…But the minute it is proposed to spend 
something for the folks at home, for the white women who struggle against adversity and 
who battle with want, [these Senators] become very backward…and each sets himself up 
as the watchdog of the Treasury...The time has come…to look after the development of 
the American citizen...to see to it that children do not go hungry and are not reared in 
vice, ignorance, and crime…to make the condition of the wage earner as pleasant, as 
agreeable, as healthful as possible.55 
 
The debate over the creation of the women’s bureau illustrates society’s 
conflicting attitudes towards women’s labor.56   Although Senator Reed advocated for the 
creation of the Women’s Bureau, his despair over the decline of traditional gender roles 
and his reluctant acceptance of women’s entry into the public sphere is apparent.  His 
position stems from a belief in the political representation of wage earners rather than an 
adamant support for female labor.  Furthermore, by emphasizing “the white women who 
struggle against adversity,” Senator Reed excludes minority women, who in fact made up 
the large majority of women’s labor. Although the bill ultimately passed and the United 
States Women’s Bureau was officially established, the question of women’s labor was 
still in debate. 
Although the creation of the Women’s Bureau certainly indicates a shift in the 
national recognition of women’s labor, the extent to which women’s employment 
affected the rise of the Modern Woman during the 1920s is a disputed subject in 
contemporary studies.  In his work, Discontented America, historian David Goldberg 
argues that “no significant changes occurred during the 1920s” regarding female 
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employment.57  Other historians, however, assert that the increased rate and shifting 
nature of female employment after the World War I greatly contributed to the 
development of the New Woman.  For example, historian Joshua Zeitz notes that 
employment gave women more economic freedom, social mobility, and purchasing 
power, in part generating the indulgent rise of a consumer beauty culture.58  As Dorothy 
Dunbar Bromley wrote in 1927, “Feminist--New Style reasons that if she is economically 
independent, and if she has, to boot, a vital interest in some work of her own she will 
have given as few hostages to Fate as it is humanly possible to give. Love may die, and 
children may grow up, but one's work goes on forever.”59  It is clear that, at least from a 
1920s feminist perspective, women’s employment played a key role in the development 
of the New Woman. 
Although the long term effects of the war are debatable, it is undeniable that 
World War I changed the nature of women’s labor and established a visible presence of 
working women. As one of its first official documents, the Women’s Bureau published a 
study entitled, “The New Position of Women in American Industry.”60  The purpose of 
the study was, “to determine not only what women in industry in the United States did for 
the World War but also what the World War did for women in industry.”61  During the 
war, approximately 4,000,000 men voluntarily left their jobs or were drafted into military 
service and many women filled the vacancies, working for the first time in traditionally 
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male jobs.62  In addition to the depletion of the male labor force, the war dramatically 
boosted production demands, necessitating an even larger workforce.  The Women’s 
Bureau study revealed that the number of women in the iron and steel industry more than 
tripled after the second draft.  In 1914, there was only one woman out of 211 employees 
working in the manufacture of airplanes.  After the second draft, 26,000 employees 
labored in this line of work, 23 percent of whom were women.  In other areas, women 
actually made up the large majority of employees.  In fact, nineteen out of every twenty 
hand grenade manufacturers were women.   
In many ways, however, Goldberg’s rejection of any significant change in 
women’s labor is accurate.  Many women did take up traditionally male jobs, such as 
welders and drill operators, during World War I to fill the void left by the male soldiers, 
but most of these women left their jobs after the war.63  In fact, the early decades of the 
twentieth century did not see a very dramatic increase in the number of working women. 
In 1900, 20.6 percent of women over the age of 16 worked and by 1930, it had reached 
only 25.3 percent.64  Furthermore, this small increase in the number of employed women 
was in no way indicative of equal opportunity.  As a whole, working women were 
“treated as an underprivileged minority” and “denied equal opportunity and pay.”65  
Despite the efforts of the Women’s Bureau, the Twenties saw little increase in the 
number of working women and little reform for women’s labor rights. 
More significant than the statistics surrounding 1920s women’s labor, however, 
was the post-war shift in the attitude towards and the visibility of female employment.  
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Although most women left their traditionally male jobs after World War I, such 
employment led to a desire by women to claim a larger place in the public sphere and a 
recognition of women’s capacity to work. Writing in Automotive Industries in 1919, J.E. 
Schipper observed that although female employment in male jobs decreased after the 
war, “every one of the women so employed will soon find a job awaiting her in time of 
peace…One of the lessons from the war has been to show that women can do exacting 
work.”66 Women’s labor during the war led to a growing acceptance of women in 
nontraditional areas of the workforce, regardless of whether this acceptance was reflected 
in the actual numbers of working women.  The Women’s Bureau study found that most 
employers were extremely satisfied with the work of female laborers in traditionally male 
jobs.  In a survey of 562 firms, more than 77 percent of employers reported satisfactory 
results from female employment.67  A New York Times article from 1927 about the 
Current History symposium on New Women declared that there were now “8,500,000 
women wage earners in the country, more than 2,000,000 of them married, and the 
occupations in which they are engaged cover everything from Supreme Court Judgeships 
to industrial engineering…”68 Although the number of female industrial engineers was 
undoubtedly quite small, the sense that such a career was possible for women 
demonstrates society’s understanding of the New Woman as thoroughly present in all 
areas of the workforce.   
Historian Lynn Dumenil argues that it was not the fact that more women were 
employed that changed the gendered labor relations surrounding employment in the 
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1920s, but the visibility and glamorous presentation of the “professional working 
woman.”69  An increasing number of films presented white-collar jobs as a way for 
women to purchase consumer goods and, more importantly, to meet men.  For example, 
in one of her most famous roles, film star Clara Bow played Betty Lou Spence in the 
1927 film, It.  Betty Lou is a poor shop girl who falls in love with Cyrus, her wealthy 
department store employer played by the handsome Antonio Moreno.  Although she 
belongs to a lower class, Cyrus cannot resist Betty Lou’s “it,” a concept defined by 
novelist Elinor Glyn as, “that quality possessed by some which draws all others with its 
magnetic force.  With ‘IT’ you win all men…”70  Films like It told the average American 
woman that she too could have “it” and attract men by entering the workforce.  As 
presented in Figure 3, magazine advertisements further glamorized the idea of the 
“Business Woman,” displaying her as a fashionable, confident woman with money to 
spend, men to date, and time to play.  Newspaper articles stressed that the most important 
thing a business woman could do, especially African American women, was “to look 
neat, inconspicuous, and properly dressed all at the same time…In clothes and in bearing 
she should always stand for femininity in a simple way.”71  This advice to women 
implies that the value of a working woman was measured more by her appearance than 
by her actual skills and qualifications. 
                                                
The glamorized image of the working woman was further emphasized by the 
glitzy lives of the celebrities themselves. Average Americans read stories of actress 
Louise Brook’s numerous love affairs and followed the life of The New Yorker journalist 
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Lois Long, who made her career out of writing about her escapades gallivanting about the 
finest nighttime establishments in New York City.  Although she wrote during the peak 
of Prohibition, Long was unabashed about her wild lifestyle of drinking, dancing, and 
dining: “If you could make it to the ladies’ room before throwing up…you were thought 
to be good at holding your liquor,” she wrote, adding that, “It was customary to give two 
dollars to the cab driver if you threw up in his cab.”72  In one article, Long recounted 
with excitement a Prohibition raid, noting, “it wasn’t one of those refined, modern thi
where gentlemen in evening dress arise suavely from ringside tables and depart…It was 
one of those movie affairs, where burly cops kick down the doors, and women fall 
fainting on the tables, and strong men crawl under them and waiters shriek and start 
throwing bottles out of windows.”
ngs, 
                                                
73 
Yet despite such candid accounts of her life, Long was intentionally silent about 
her identity, always signing her articles under the pseudonym, “Lipstick,” and even 
suggesting that she was actually a man.  By not revealing herself as any one woman, the 
character of “Lipstick” could represent all women, suggesting that every American 
woman could enjoy such a thrilling day-to-day existence. Lois Long, however, was part 
of a small minority of middle upper-class women who had both the time and money to 
participate in such leisure.  In actuality, the “Professional Woman” constituted a very 
small proportion of working women.  Although women did have a larger presence in all 
areas of the workforce during the 1920s, 86 percent of working women worked in one of 
only ten jobs, one-third of which were domestic.74  Even more telling, over 50 percent of 
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employed women were either African American, or a foreign-born immigrant.75  In a 
period of increased consumption, materialism, and economic disparity, most of these did 
not choose to work; they had to work.  The media’s glamorization of female employment 
ignored the often harsh realities of labor and constructed an artificial depiction of the 
working woman that disregarded her intellectual achievements and emphasized a certain 
physical image.   
 
***The Collegiate Girl and the Rise of Youth Culture*** 
 
 
Figure 1.5: Photo from Smith College’s 1924 yearbook76 
 
On April 20, 1924, the New York Times published an article about plans to build a 
new women’s college in Bennington, Vermont.  From 1919 to 1929, the number of 
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women pursuing higher education had increased from 283,000 to 481,000.77  With such 
rapidly growing populations, overcrowding in colleges had become a serious problem in 
New England.  “Smith, for example, with its freshman class limited to 600, had 2,400 
girls registered last October” proving that “a new college…is a necessity.”78  Nearby 
institutions such as Bryn Mawr, Barnard, Mount Holyoke, Cornell, and Middlebury all 
voiced their support for the new school. 
This new women’s college, however, was designed to be distinct from other New 
England schools.  While other colleges, whether coeducational or single-sex, generally 
provided women with the opportunity to study the same curriculum as men, the college in 
Bennington was to be created primarily “to prepare for their high destiny the young 
women whose ambition it is to become mothers and the founders of beautiful, wholesome 
homes.”79  The curriculum at Bennington would contain a variety of subjects including 
modern languages, literature, history, art, eugenics, child psychology, biology, 
economics, and chemistry but would exclude mathematics, Latin, Greek, and the “pure” 
sciences.  Expressing his approval, Dr. W. H Kilpatrick, Professor of Philosophy of 
Education at Teachers College, Columbia, observed that the founders of the first 
women’s colleges,  
had to work against the widely accepted theory that women’s minds were 
incapable of mastering the subjects as taught in men’s colleges. That notion has 
long since had to be discarded, perforce: but these women, in order to prove their 
contentions, had to lift the curriculum intact from the men’s schools and show 
that their girls could handle them in exactly the same degree of difficulty.  For 
that reason the old established colleges for women have stressed mathematics, 
the classics and pure science, much of which is unnecessary to the average young 
woman.80 
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By attempting to meet the needs and desires of the “average” American woman, 
Bennington College, which opened its doors in 1932, found a way to encourage modern 
support of higher education for women while simultaneously perpetuating and teaching 
traditional notions of domestic femininity. 
 The article about the creation of the new women’s college provides good insight 
into the different aspects surrounding the entry of women into another public sphere—the 
college.  The overcrowding of the New England colleges suggest a growing popularity 
and acceptance of women in higher education.  When the first generation of women 
entered the collegiate scene in the late nineteenth century, protests and concerns were 
made as to whether women’s minds and bodies could handle the strenuous nature of 
college academics.  In his 1873 work, Sex in Education, or a Fair Chance for the Girls, 
retired Harvard medical professor Dr. Edward Clark, urged against women’s entry into 
higher education, arguing that “a girl could study and learn but she could not do all this 
and retain uninjured health, and a future secure from neuralgia, uterine disease, hysteria, 
and other derangements...”81  But by the turn of the century, women’s presence in college 
had become increasingly commonplace.  In 1910, of the 5 percent of college-age 
Americans who were enrolled in higher education, 40 percent were female.82  By the 
mid-1920s college was a widely accepted and encouraged space for young women. 
 The design of Bennington College illustrates a number of trends unique to the 
higher education of women.  Although by and large college was encouraged, it was often 
used as a regulated and contained space to revive traditional gender roles.  The college 
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could serve as a tool to remind a woman, as President of Union College Dr. Charles 
Richmond articulated, that “the highest purpose of her life always has been, is, and ever 
shall be, world without end, to strengthen, beautify, and sanctify the home.”83  
Furthermore, the creation of Bennington College suggests that women wanted to learn 
such traditional roles and did not want nor have a need for certain, more “masculine” 
subjects such as math and science.  The exclusion of men from the school implies that 
this was a woman’s issue—that it was the women who had the responsibility of saving 
traditional family life through education and who did not need math and science.  
 Because of its confined nature, the college campus is a useful medium for the 
analysis of trends in American youth culture and collective consciousness.  In the 1920s, 
the college was an important public domain for the American woman of the 1920s or, as 
journalist Gail Collins calls it, the “classic training camp for the New Woman.”84  
College was an opportunity for women to expand their education and seek professional 
careers beyond the traditional norms.  Conversely, it was an opportunity for the older, 
more conservative authorities to control and regulate teaching and use the collegiate 
woman to revive traditional values of the nuclear family.  Yet beyond academics, the 
college campus was a powerful social environment that brought students, both male and 
female, of similar age groups into an artificial, contained environment essentially isolated 
from the adult world.  In her thorough work on 1920s youth and socialization, The 
Damned and the Beautiful, historian Paula Fass writes that, “Youth life in college had 
congealed into a distinct and identifiable social experience, still limited to the few in the 
twenties but already etching a pattern which would soon bite into the experience of more 
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and more Americans.”85  This distinct social experience would serve as the playing field 
for the homogenizing trends of consumption, fashion, and identity that shaped the unique 
culture of the 1920s. 
 Although college students remained a minority group throughout the twenties, the 
large increase in the enrollments of young men and women is indicative of the expanding 
cross-section of the population who were able to seek higher education.  The Morrill 
Land-Grant Act of 1862 provided public land to states to be used for a mixed education 
of practical, work-related studies as well as classical studies.  Intended to benefit the 
“industrial classes,” the act was amended in 1890 with a stipulation that the funded lands 
must be evenly divided amongst black and white students, whether through colorblind 
admissions or through the establishment of separate black and white institutions.86  The 
act enabled more members of the working-class and black community to receive higher 
education provided they had the means to afford it.  Throughout the twenties, overall 
African American enrollment in colleges grew 150 percent, producing a distinct educated 
black-middle-class community.87  Although by no means could the majority of 
Americans afford higher education in the 1920s, a diverse and growing number of upper-
middle-class and upper-class students wanted and were able to further their education in a 
variety of types of institutions.   
 Although coeducational colleges had long existed, they remained controversial 
throughout the twenties.  In 1920, Cornell’s Senior Student Council issued a report 
condemning coeducation, denouncing it without reasoning as a “cheap” and defenseless 
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“accident” and demanding its abolition from a “he-man’s college” such as Cornell.88  
Ironically, university founder Ezra Cornell had established the college on the very basis 
against which the Council was fighting—in hopes that Cornell would be an institution 
“where any person can find instruction in any study” and which would specifically 
benefit “the poor young men and the poor young women of our country.”89  Predictably, 
the publication of the Cornell Council’s report generated much disturbance across the 
country as men and women voiced their protest or support of coeducation. The concern 
over coeducational institutions reflects the sense of uneasiness towards the effects of 
female visibility in a formerly masculine space.   
Opponents argued that women’s presence distracted men and lowered standards 
of scholarship.  Others insisted that the close interaction between men and women 
provoked sexual promiscuity and female immorality.  Some feminists also argued against 
coeducation, maintaining that co-ed schools denied leadership opportunities to women 
and put them in a secondary position in which “the boy is educated,” while the “girl is co-
educated.”90  Supporters of coeducation, on the other hand, held that single-sex colleges 
were anachronistic and that positive interactions between young men and women on 
coeducational campuses stimulated the growth and development of a student’s academic 
and social skills.91  Regardless of their intellect or mental capacities, the physical 
presence of female bodies was enough to arouse controversy.     
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The Academic Arena 
“American families differ greatly in their expectations about what going to college will 
mean in their children’s lives.  In the intellectual community to which my parents 
belonged, college was as necessary as learning to read.  It was an intellectual experience 
and the gateway to the rest of life.” 
 
- Margaret Mead, in her autobiography92 
 
Despite concerns over coeducation, female students from a variety of 
backgrounds flourished in both coeducational and single-sex colleges throughout the 
1920s.  The academic curriculum of a college served three purposes: it provided an 
opportunity for intellectual development; it taught practical skills and prepared women 
for the workforce; and it functioned as a tool for social regulation.  Throughout the 
nineteenth century, American women worked relentlessly to legitimize their place in 
higher education, particularly in institutions such as Cornell that adhered to a policy of 
“identical education” for men and women.  Arguments that academic life threatened 
physical, mental, and reproductive health were stifled through regular physical and 
medical examinations of college women that were presented as evidence of the safety and 
benefits of college education.93   While newspapers of the late 1800s are inundated with 
articles discussing the effect of college on women’s health and marriage rates, by the turn 
of the century, it was generally concluded that the college was actually advantageous to 
both health and marriage.  In a thorough investigation of collegiate women’s physical and 
mental health as well as their marriage and birth rates, the Massachusetts Medical Society 
concluded in 1893 that, “the college atmosphere seems more and more to favor health” 
                                                 
92 Margaret Mead, Blackberry Winter: My Earlier Years (New York: William Morrow and Company, 
1972), 93. 
93 Margaret A. Lowe, Looking Good, 24. 
 
 46
and that there was no evidence to conclude that the strenuous academics of higher 
education had any negative effect on female health.94   
By the 1920s then, higher education for women was no longer criticized but was 
commonly heralded as a way for women to expand their intellect.  As psychologist W. 
Béran Wolfe observed the college was a space for women, “to sharpen their sensibilities, 
to develop their faculties, to broaden their outlook, to provide themselves with means of 
self-expression, to store up these resources which make life rich and full and give the soul 
immunity from changes of fortune and the shocks of fate.”95  With a variety of offered 
courses, women had some freedom in choosing a specialized field of study.  Women 
graduated college with degrees in architecture, music, medicine, education, and law.  A 
number of other women even continued their educational pursuits at graduate schools.  In 
1921, Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander graduated from the University of Pennsylvania 
with a doctorate in philosophy earning for herself the title of the first African American 
woman to receive a Ph.D.96  In her autobiography, anthropologist Margaret Mead 
describes her hopes and expectations of college.  For a studious girl like Margaret, the 
college was meant to be an academic haven, an “intellectual feast” to study “fascinating 
subjects” and challenge and stimulate the mind.  “In college,” writes Mead, “in some way 
that I devoutly believed in but could not explain, I expected to become a person.”97      
In addition to intellectual enrichment and expansion, the college could serve as a 
center of vocational training to instruct and empower women in their newly acquired 
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position in the workforce. Cities such as Boston, Seattle, and Philadelphia established 
labor colleges with curriculums specifically designed to provide men and women workers 
with a liberal education as well as with labor training.98  In New York City, 
approximately thirty unions joined to found the United Labor Education Committee 
which offered a variety of educational opportunities for New York workers.99  In 1921, 
the Bryn Mawr College created a “Summer School for Women Workers in Industry” 
which provided academic scholarships for working women to study subjects such as 
public speaking, government, literature, history, economics, appreciation of art, and law.  
In addition to traditional courses, however, the summer school would also provide 
courses on labor movements, labor legislation, and industrial organization.100  Based on 
the recognition that “there is no reason for supposing that the love of wisdom is confined 
to those with money and to the very young,” labor colleges provided a different segment 
of the population with an opportunity to enrich their minds while inculcating American 
workers with capitalist ideology.   
Although it certainly provided opportunities for scholarly growth and work 
preparation, the women’s college curriculum served largely as a modern space for social 
regulation.  In the 1910s and 1920s, many women’s and coeducational colleges 
established home economics departments.  Home economics was pioneered by Ellen H. 
Richards (né Swallow), the first female graduate of the highly scientific, Boston Institute 
of Technology.  Richards used her education in chemistry to apply scientific principles to 
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areas of domestic life such as cooking, cleaning, and organization.101  Influenced by 
Richard’s ideas, schools instituted domestic science programs complete with laboratories 
such as the dress shop, the nursery school, and the kitchen.102  Designed specifically for 
women, home economics provided women the opportunity to choose homemaking as a 
legitimate and scientific field of study.   
Historian Margaret A. Lowe observes in her study of Smith, Cornell, and 
Spelman colleges, that by creating a distinct academic domain for women, home 
economics “resolved, however murkily, some of the most vexing questions surrounding 
coeduation”103  One can argue that home economics was a positive development because 
it secured women’s place in higher education and legitimized homemaking as a genuine 
vocation, something that is often advocated for today in a society that attributes little 
social or economic value to housework.104  However, just as women were confined in the 
political sphere to “women’s issues,” home economics designated a narrow, feminized 
field deemed appropriate for women.  In order for the presence of women in higher 
education to achieve social acceptance, higher education needed to be refashioned to 
accommodate certain understandings and expectations of gender roles.  While home 
economics was not a mandatory field of study for female students, it was highly 
encouraged.  Furthermore although home economics was usually available to both 
women and men at coeducational colleges, very few men chose to partake in the field and 
I was unable to find any evidence of a home economics department at any men’s college.  
For those fearful of the demise of traditional family values, the college was a means by 
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which traditional values of female domesticity could be maintained in a modern 
environment.  
Despite concerns about moral decay from coeducational institutions, the college 
also functioned as a site of moral uplift, particularly for black women.  While colleges 
with a primarily white student body focused on demonstrating the physical health 
benefits of higher education, for black women, “moral evaluation determined their 
fate.”105  Concerns surrounding the modern white woman focused on fears that she would 
fall into moral decay while it was generally seen that the black woman had a 
responsibility to pick themselves up from a natural moral inferiority.  Black colleges such 
as Fisk University, Spelman College, and Howard University served as the gateway to 
respectability and social mobility for middle- and upper-class black women.  Because of 
the stereotyped conceptions of black women, the way in which black female students 
presented themselves was extremely significant.  In a fundraising appeal to John D. 
Rockefeller, cofounder of Spelman, Sophia Packard wrote that her black female students, 
“need, most of all, virtue to be taught to them…This can only be secured by daily 
instruction.  We who are here and see their needs know full well the elevation of this race 
depends emphatically upon the education of these women.”106  As representatives of their 
entire race, black collegiate women carried the heavy burden of challenging African 
American stereotypes through the adoption of principles of white “ladylike” womanhood 
and through a conscious self-presentation as a refined, righteous, and educated woman. 
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Social Relationships among College Students 
 
Figure 1.6: Cartoon featured in the Smith College publication Campus Cat ca. 1925107 
 
 With dreams of college intellectual paradise, Margaret Mead arrived at DePauw 
University in 1919 to find, with much dismay that, “It was a college to which students 
had come for fraternity life, for football games and for establishing the kind of rapport 
with other people that would make them…good members of the garden club.”108 By the 
1920s, the college had become much more than an academic institution.  Extracurricular 
life and informal social interactions that took place outside of the classroom became 
increasingly significant in the life of a female college student.  Many college authorities, 
such as Cornell President Jacob B. Schurman, expressed worryingly that college women 
were “being distracted by social functions,” and reminded students that “Cornell is not a 
place for dances and gaieties.  We are here to work and study.”109  Such warnings, 
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however, went unheeded and perhaps more than academics, the college campus was 
significant because of the profound effect it had on the creation of a 1920s youth culture.  
The confinement on a college campus of a group of men and women in the same age 
group established a breeding ground for new trends in fashion, beauty, and body image, 
for dating and sexual experimentation, and for a growing emphasis on leisure.      
 Although much of a woman’s time outside of the classroom was spent with other 
college women, shopping and hosting sleepovers and eating parties, mixed-sex 
socializing, dating, and “petting” became increasingly important in the 1920s.  At the turn 
of the century, it was generally assumed that a woman had to choose between getting 
married and going to college to pursue a career.  In an 1895 study of marriage rates, 
Milicent Washburn Shinn found that while 90 percent of non-college women over the age 
of forty were married, only 54.5 percent of college graduates had become wives by forty 
and those that did marry did so about five years later than non-college women.110  In a 
society so influenced by Social Darwinism, a decline in marriage and subsequently in 
reproduction was of great concern.  By the 1920s, however, the college, particularly the 
co-ed college, had changed from a place to resign to a husbandless life to a place to find a 
husband.  College organizations arranged school dances and other mixed-sex campus 
events that provided the opportunity for men and women to interact on campus.  The 
arrival and growing popularity of the automobile allowed for many 1920s college couples 
to escape the campus for a night of entertainment at a restaurant, the cinema, or perhaps 
even alone in the backseat.  
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With increasing mixed-sex socializing, freedom from direct parental supervision 
and a growing emphasis on college as a means to find a compatible match, 1920s college 
women explored and exuded sexuality.111  Situated at the crux of changing social mores, 
college men and women grappled anxiously with contradictory teachings of Victorian 
sexual repression and sexual permissiveness emerging from Freud’s theories of human 
sexuality and the increasing availability and acceptance of contraception. Although 
premarital sex was largely considered taboo throughout the decade, the 1920s 
experienced a sexual revolution in the way that young men and women explored and 
redefined a spectrum of sexual behaviors outside of intercourse.    
In an advice column from a 1926 Photoplay magazine, one reader describes her 
anxieties and desires towards sexual experimentation: “Petting is my biggest problem.  
The boys all seem to do it and don’t seem to come back if you don’t do it also…I want 
the thrills.  I get a kick out of petting and I think all girls do no matter how much they 
deny it.  What’s to be done?”112  Petting and petting parties were two of the unique 
phenomena of the 1920s.  Before the 1920s, the term “petting” was used occasionally in 
periodicals and newspapers but was reserved to descriptions of married couples, mothers 
and children, and animals.113  With the development of the 1920s youth culture, however, 
the term was overtaken and applied broadly to everything from kissing, affectionate 
touching to more intimate physical fondling.  Parents and college authorities beseeched 
college girls to avoid petting and criticized the “the vulgarity and revolting badness of 
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petting parties,” often attributing it to jazz music, and thus associating petting with racial 
stereotypes of black promiscuity.114  Among college students, however, petting was not 
only acceptable but cheerfully encouraged, commonplace, and popular.  The conflict 
between the condemnation of petting by national newspapers and the older generation 
and the support and encouragement of such behavior by college editorials and fellow 
students thrust the college woman into a self-conscious anxiety over her body, her 
physical desires and her moral standings.  
Throughout the decade, decisions that women made about their bodies and 
appearances were largely determined by a focus on men and marriage as well as on a 
desire to explore one’s sexuality.  Within the confined space of a bustling college 
campus, a woman was always under the public, and often, male gaze.  A cartoon from 
Smith’s Campus Cat shows the importance of appearance in winning the attention of 
male students and possibly, a date.  The girl who “unexpectedly meets her man” appears 
frumpy, flustered, and unappealing.  The girl who is found by the man thirty seconds 
later, although wearing the same outfit, looks confident, suave, and attractive. (Figure 
1.6).  When Smith students went to formal dances at Amherst College, the nearby men’s 
school, the names of all attendees would be listed in Amherst’s college publications. To 
be listed was to secure your position as a popular, attractive woman.115  Looking good 
and being seen, especially by male students, were vital aspects of collegiate life.     
Another key aspect of college life was conformity, the “basis for group cohesion 
and identification on campus.” 116  Margaret Lowe observes that, “It is perhaps ironic that 
in an era of unprecedented emphasis on individuality and style, one fashion ideal—the 
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flapper—so thoroughly dominated the fashion stage.”117   College women navigated 
through a changing period in which they had to engage in difficult decisions regarding 
employment, education, sexuality, and appearance.  In a time when it was hard to find 
one’s identity, the flapper look served as a collegiate uniform for women that provided 
them with a group identity.  By conforming to a homogenous image, a young woman 
could secure her instable identity by identifying with their peers and creating a standard 
college appearance.  Yet as I will explore more in Chapter 2, any discourse of uniformity 
inevitably brings with it questions of race, class, and the marginalization of the Other.  
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2. Flappers, Fashions, and Fads 
 
 
 
“I always miss all the real excitement and it isn’t fair.  Here I go plodding around, in my 
conscientious girlish way, to all kinds of places at all hours of the night, with escorts only 
reasonably adept at the art of bar-room fighting, and nothing ever happens to me. (Here is a great 
opening for my catty women friends.) I was at the Owl on Saturday and on Tuesday, and what did 
the nasty gunmen do but hold the place up on Monday night.  It simply isn’t fair...[Anyway,] the 
Charlot Rendezvous reopened last week with Joseph Santley and Ivy Sawyer…The audience 
there on the opening night was a high-class one, as is to be expected, but the air of well-bred 
boredom was surprisingly lacking.  In fact, it was so capable of entertaining itself that the lords 
and ladies forgot to dance most of the time. Which left lots of space on the dance floor for me.” 
         -Lipstick118 
  
 
 Lois “Lipstick” Long, who we encountered previously in Chapter 1, was a true 
1920s flapper.  She shopped at the most expensive stores, dined at the fanciest 
restaurants, and danced at the trendiest clubs. She smoked, stayed out all night and drank 
with abandon.  Her hair was cut into a glossy, black bob and she wore short, straight-line 
dresses, fur coats, and high-heels.  She was witty, assertive, and alluringly devious.  One 
historian described Long, noting that, “She had energy in abundance.  Her movements 
and her conversation were supercharged.  She could have modeled for Miss Jazz Age.”119 
Yet Lois Long was a true flapper in another essential way: in as much as she was 
a real person, “Lipstick” was also just a produced image, a mysterious unknown character 
created by Lois Long to attract readers.  Lipstick, like Miss America and the Modern 
Woman herself, was both a real person and an image imbued with cultural symbolism.  
Lois Long played with this image, reinventing it and poking fun at it.  In one particularly 
droll article, Long closed by saying, “The blond who is running around with delusions 
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that she is Lipstick will deceive no more people.  I am six feet six, have red curls hanging 
down my back, and lisp. –Lipstick.”120  Her image was easily malleable not only because 
it was artificial but because it was rooted in the objectivity of public display.   Like 
“Lipstick,” the flapper was a constructed, changeable image.  It was not the public spaces 
that she occupied or her independent and carefree personality that made the modern 
flapper recognizable at a first glance, but her physical image, an image that was produced 
and sold by American media then internalized and imitated by American women of 
varying classes and races.   
The origin of the flapper persona is usually traced to Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald, the 
charming yet untamed wife of the renowned 1920s author, F. Scott Fitzgerald.  
Fitzgerald, who often used flappers as the heroines of his novels, described his wife as, 
“flirting, kissing, viewing life lightly, saying damn without a blush, playing along the 
danger line in an immature way – a sort of mental baby vamp.”121  Zelda was a fun-
loving, self-centered woman who exuded an allure of sexuality and who centered her life 
on earthly pleasures and material goods.  Unlike the new college woman of Chapter One, 
Zelda had no interest in education, expressing her desire that her daughter not become a 
‘genius’: “I want her to be a flapper, because flappers are brave and gay and 
beautiful.”122  Zelda, herself, defined the flapper as a woman who, “flirted because it was 
fun to flirt and wore a one-piece bathing suit because she had a good figure, she covered
her face with powder and paint because she didn’t need it and she refused to be boring 
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chiefly because she wasn’t boring…”123   Zelda praised a life of frivolous materialism 
and consumption. “I don’t mean that money means happiness, necessarily.  But having 
things, just things, objects, make a woman happy.  The right kind of perfume, the smart 
pair of shoes.  They are great comforts to the feminine soul…”124  Zelda’s flirtatious, 
light-hearted attitude, her liberated sexuality, and desire for fun and excitement embodied 
the personality of the flapper.  
                                                
Despite the Fitzgerald’s tumultuous struggles with alcoholism, infidelity, and 
excessive spending, they quickly became a beloved and imitated American icon.  Like 
Lois Long, the real, human identities of F. Scoot and Zelda Fitzgerald were discarded for 
the Fitzgeralds as fantastic, scandalous spectacle.  Advertisers capitalized on the mass 
contagion by reproducing Zelda’s flapper image and selling it to the average female 
consumer.  The spectacle and superficial consumption of the 1920s indicates that 
perhaps, after the all-too-real tragedy of world war, Americans needed artifice and 
material display.  Modern women, like Zelda Fitzgerald and Lois Long, manipulated and 
experimented with the relationship between image and identity, creating a sense of 
instability and illusion between the objective and the subjective self.  Liz Conor observes 
that in appearing as flappers, women, “adopted conventions of the mass-reproduced 
feminine spectacle in their self-production through appearing, demonstrating that 
‘individuals are both the site and subjects of discursive struggle for identity.’  Yet the 
changed visual conditions in which this identity could be realized also suggested that, for 
modern appearing women, ‘visuality is the experience of Being becoming 
Representation.’”  By purchasing the flapper image sold to them by advertisers and 
 
123 Taken from: Nancy Milford, Zelda: A Biography (New York: HarperCollins, 1970), 91 
124 Koula Svokos Hartnett, Zelda Fitzgerald and the Failure of the American Dream for Women. (New 
York: Peter Lang, 1991) 64. 
 
 59
beauty industry, modern women used fashion, hair, and makeup to literally make up their 
own image, distorting the link between image and identity while transmitting significant 
symbolic, cultural, and racial messages.   
 
 
***The Expanding Fashion Culture and the Shrinking Flapper Style*** 
                   
Figure 2.1 (left): “Thirty Years of Progress,” featuring the Gibson girl and the flapper from Life.125 
 
Figure 2.2 (right): Cartoon from the New Yorker that depicts the promotion of normalized fashion.126 
 
In 1894, Life magazine featured an article about a new type of girl gracing the 
pages of their publication.127  “Indeed, the Gibson Girl…is a charmer to melt the heart of 
any crusty old bachelor…She is dressed à la mode to be sure, but she has a pair of 
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shoulders under her coat that can drive an oar through the water…Mr. Gibson has a great 
responsibility on his shoulders…I wonder if he knows that there are thousands of 
American girls…trying to live up to the standard of his girls.”128  Years before the 
flapper stole the American spotlight, Charles Dana Gibson challenged the Victorian 
ideals of the fair, refined, and agreeably plump woman with his beloved Gibson Girl—
athletic, robust woman with broad shoulders, a tightly corseted waist, a large chest and a
air of freedom about her.  This was not the first time that graphic artists had created 
images of female beauty, but it was the first time that this invented type became such 
popular sensation in America.  Whether her appeal spread from her alliterative name, her
satiric representations in Life, or her increasingly athletic, emancipated femininity, 
Americans heralded the Gibson Girl as the “New Woman” of the new century.  Yet the 
Gibson Girl was not a radical figure.  She was free but very moral, athletic but tightl
corseted. Rarely was the Gibson Girl portrayed working or attending college.  
Nonetheless, the Gibson Girl was an influential figure as she challenged decade-old 
images of women and paved the way for the birth of a new, radical type of 
an 
n 
a 
 
y-
woman—the 
flapper
k, 
ed,” 
criticize the American culture in favor of the more “joyous” and “gay” life of the French, 
                                                
. 
In 1913, the famous French designer Paul Poiret came to America for a month-
long tour.  The “King of Gowns” was a tall man with a large head, small waist, and dar
slicked-back hair.  Revered as the finest designer of his time, Paul Poiret was a feisty, 
outspoken man with little modesty.  “Whenever there is anything sensational produc
he declared in New York City “people say, ‘That is Poiret.’”129  Although quick to 
 
128 Droch, “Bookishness,” Life November 15, 1894; 24, 620 p. 312 
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Poiret loved American women.  “My styles are for the American woman,”130 he 
announced, arguing that the American woman “is the best constructed creature in the 
world.”131  Poiret was acclaimed primarily for his rejection of the restrictive, corseted 
Victorian S-curve style of dress and his revolutionary, corset-less silhouette for women.  
Inspired by the ancient Greek style of draping as well as the simple yet sensual colors and 
fashions of the East, Poiret designed clothing with long, straight lines, high Empire 
waistlines, bold colors, and V-shaped necklines.  While social reformers had been 
demanding an end to corsets since the 1850s, Poiret insisted that the removal of the corset 
was done for aesthetic purposes only.  “Morality or immorality in dress—I know nothing 
of it,” he scoffed.  “I but look to the art, the beauty of the gown.”132     
Despite the esteem and reputation of Paul Poiret’s designs, his clothing was still 
considered haute-couture, custom-made and available only to the few who could afford 
his high prices.  It wasn’t until Poiret’s successor Coco Chanel, the “feminine Henry Ford 
of the dressmaking world” entered the scene that high fashion became a widespread 
popular commodity.133  If Paul Poiret revolutionized women’s dress by rejecting the S-
curve, Coco Chanel added the chic youthfulness to Poiret’s style that defined 1920s 
fashion.  Taking simple, masculine styles and adding a feminine touch, Chanel’s 
signature look consisted of vertical “tubular” dresses with dropped waists, hem lines just 
covering the knee, and tank tops.  Decorative beading and accessories such as bell-shaped 
hats took the place of excessive Victorian frills.  Chanel’s jersey suits and sailor-like 
designs were applauded for giving the “figure a straight-up-and-down boyish appearance 
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which is distinctly attractive” 134 and “has proved so universally becoming.”135 Certainly 
a striking departure from both the voluptuous, covered Victorian woman and the broad, 
bosomy, tight-corseted Gibson Girl, the flapper style exposed and established a new 
“ideal” female body.   
The new factory system of the 1920s, innovations in machines and technology, 
and the new simplicity of women’s fashions made it easier to mass-produce ready-to-
wear styles at cheaper prices.  Furthermore, improvements in printing technology led to a 
significant drop in magazine prices, causing readership to rise from 10,000 in 1890 to 
half a million.  With the expansion of magazine readerships, advertisements were able to 
spread ideas of fashion across cities, suburbs, and countryside.  The rise of ready-to-wear 
clothing and mass advertising revolutionized women’s fashion.  It was no longer reserved 
for an exclusive elite group.  Coco Chanel, who noted that “fashion does not exist until it 
goes into the streets,” embraced costume jewelry and the mass-produced imitations of her 
designs.136  A Vogue advertisement declares, “Not all of us can buy French models…But 
we can all have our clothes designed for us by Vogue, the foremost fashion authority in 
the world…Here is “Paris in tissue paper” – at minimum effort and purely nominal 
cost.”137  Because 1920s fashions were available to a much larger demographic, 
standards of dress became increasingly homogeneous and the pressure to conform to a 
particular fabricated modern style increasingly pervasive.   
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***To Bob or Not To Bob*** 
 
 
Figure 2.3: Mrs. Annabelle McGinnis138 
 
On June 20, 1923, Mrs. Annabelle McGinnis of 5611 South Fairfield Avenue, 
Chicago took her place at the witness stand at the Englewood Courthouse.139  Mrs. 
McGinnis, 29, was being charged, along with her sister and two 18-year-old boys, with 
the premeditated murder of her husband, a local firefighter. Speaking in front of a jury of 
young men intentionally selected by the defense, Mrs. McGinnis, using her flapperish 
charm, deemed herself the innocent victim of an abusive alcoholic.  She asserted that she 
had shot her husband in self-defense when he attacked her with a revolver.  The 
prosecution, however, argued that Mrs. McGinnis and her sister had been romantically 
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involved with the young Charles Schade and Francis Nee and that the women had 
deliberately shot Michael McGinnis with revolvers that they, themselves, had furnished.  
Seeking the death penalty for all four defendants, State Attorney Thomas J. Peden argued 
that the defendant’s bobbed hair was proof of McGinnis’s love affair with Charles 
Schade.  One witness for the defense testified that, “Mrs. McGinnis bobbed her hair to 
please Schade.  Her husband was furious about it, but she defied him.  This middle aged 
woman primping herself to fascinate a boy who wouldn’t work but took money from 
her!”140  The next day the Chicago Daily Tribune published a story, “Mrs. M’Ginnis on 
Stand Defends Her Bobbed Hair,” recounting the cross-examination by Peden: 
 
     “Isn’t it a fact,” Prosecutor Peden demanded, “that you had your hair bobbed against 
your husband’s wishes?” 
     “No,” said Mrs. McGinnis, “Mike liked bobbed hair.  He asked me to have it done.” 
     “And did you have it bobbed,” continued Peden, “so that you would be attractive to 
younger men than Mike?  Isn’t that right?” 
     “No, it isn’t” said the superblonde witness with a show of anger. “That wasn’t it at 
all.”141 
 
Mrs. McGinnis’s blonde, bobbed hair continued to be a key issue in the murder 
trial.  When the four defendants were ultimately acquitted, Peden announced with 
frustration, “No matter how well a case is prepared the verdict is not guilty if there is a 
woman in it that can be called even passably good looking.  Blonde curls seem to have a 
faculty of making juries forget the most clinching evidence.”142  Filled with questions of 
beauty, femininity, and morality, the drama surrounding bobbed hair in the trial of 
Annabelle McGinnis reflects the larger context of national discourse.    
Perhaps even more than the flapper style of dress, the bobbed style of hair was a 
radically different, highly visible attribute of the modern woman.  Just as the curvaceous 
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body had long been celebrated, long hair had been a key signifier of feminine beauty and 
sexuality in Western culture for centuries.  Age-old stories and images of Rapunzel, Mary 
Magdelene, and Lady Godiva exemplify the cultural adoration of long, thick locks143  
Unlike the slower transition away from Victorian dress towards the flapper style, the 
short bob appeared quite abruptly and became a topic of national discussion almost 
immediately.  The bob was scandalous, sharp, and sleek.  It demanded and received 
attention, generating much debate over its meaning and effect on modern women.  The 
question, “to bob, or not to bob” was a pervasive thought in the American mind. 
For as many who embraced the trend, bobbed hair faced a great deal of criticism.  
Many considered it to be a foolish, passing fad that lacked femininity, dignity, and 
individuality and required too much maintenance.  At the Miss America Pageant of 1921, 
Margaret Gorman’s long, brown ringlets prevailed over the short hair contestants.  In 
1926 when Norma Smallwood took the Miss America crown, the headline in the New 
York Times exclaimed fervently, “WINNER’S HAIR IS UNBOBBED.”144  The fear that 
the bob contributed to the moral depravation of modern women created a stir in Catholic 
churches worldwide until 1930 when the Vatican formally announced that “bobbed hair 
shall not exclude women from Catholic churches or from the Sacraments.”145  Hospital 
nurses were forbidden from bobbing their hair.  The numerous cases of men divorcing 
their wives on the grounds of “hair-bobbing” and one case of a husband actually 
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committing suicide when his seventy-four-year-old wife succumbed to the trend certainly 
testify to the seriousness of a seemingly trivial and superficial beauty trend.146     
Many, however, heralded the new bobbed hairstyle as a visual manifestation of 
women’s new freedom and independence.  A famous Parisian hairstylist asserted that, 
“the custom of the bob has grown so strong because…after the war women began to 
occupy different positions... Nowadays woman is interested in every thing which claims 
the attention of masculinity and she has come to fill almost equally with men important 
positions in every walk of life—in politics, business, athletics, sports, out-of-doors life of 
every description—and the bob in its freedom and comfort fits in with her new scheme of 
living to a greater extent than does long hair.”147  Both symbolic and practical, the 
“boyish bob” implied that women had carved a physical space in formerly masculine 
domains while it also allowed women to move and act freely in these spaces without the 
hassle of long hair.   
The bobbed hair was also significant because it generated the first real beauty 
industry.  A 1927 investigation found that there were only 5,000 hairdressing shops in the 
United States in 1919.  Five years later, this number had increased to over 21,000.  Short 
hair requires professional maintenance more often and therefore created a demand for an 
increasing number of beauty salons.  “A main reason for the increase in the number,” the 
study concluded, “is that the beauty parlor is no longer in the luxury class…patronized 
solely by women of the stage or women of wealth, but it derives its chief support from 
working women and housewives…The art of beautification has become 
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democratized.”148  As with the fashions of the 1920s, the bobbed hair was a look that 
crossed both socio-economic and racial borders.  The rising number of beauty salons 
subsequently produced increasing employment opportunities for women, particularly 
African American women.  The beauty salon and industry represented another public 
institution in which women emerged in the 1920s.  Although most beauty companies 
were ultimately taken over and controlled by men, the beauty culture is distinct from 
other male dominated spaces.  Whereas in other arenas that we have looked at women 
created a female presence in a masculine domain, the beauty salon was always a feminine 
domain, regardless of whether it was controlled by men or women.  Furthermore, women 
always remained a necessary and dominant presence in the “grassroots” of the beauty 
culture—in the salon, the department store, and of course, in the advertisements. 
 
***Cosmetics and the Art of Making Up*** 
 
Beauty advice for women throughout the 1920s frequently emphasized the 
importance of natural beauty.  One advertisement from 1928 exclaims, “Nothing equals 
women’s natural beauty or the radiance of girlhood’s glowing freshness.”149   Another 
declares, “In the matter of personal beauty some of the women and girls of today do not 
realize that beauty comes from within and from proper exercise and diet.”150    Ironically, 
both of these advertisements advocating naturalness were promoting cosmetics products, 
the former an advertisement for Palmolive soap, and the latter for Dr. Pierce’s Golden 
Medical Discovery, a pill that allegedly cleansed the body of impurities.  In the 1920s 
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advertising and beauty industries commodified the “natural look,” establishing it as 
something that could be achieved through the consumption of certain products.  
Cosmetics advertisements asserted that all women could achieve a beautiful, natural 
appearance, regardless of how you naturally looked.  By promoting artificial cosmetics as 
necessary tools for natural beauty and health, cosmetics industries appropriated, 
packaged, and marketed new standards of natural femininity. 
In 1913, Lillian Russell, the acclaimed Victorian actress, considered by many as 
the most beautiful woman of her era, wrote an article for the Chicago Daily Tribune in 
which she noted that, “An increasing tendency to the use of…makeup features is 
observed among women of almost every class.  Not a few years ago,” Russell continued, 
“the employment of these cosmetics outside of theatrical work would have raised an 
interrogation point as to respectability.  But almost every woman today uses 
powder…Their argument is: ‘It is always a woman’s duty to look her best.’”151  During 
the Victorian era, makeup was reserved exclusively to stage actresses, prostitutes, and 
other women of disreputable character.  As Russell’s article illustrates, however, by the 
early twentieth century make up had been not only accepted, but was considered a duty 
by American women of all backgrounds.   
In the early twentieth century, the beauty industry consisted of local, service-
oriented beauty parlors, door-to-door saleswomen and a diverse group of female 
entrepreneurs who established cosmetic lines, often using their own homemade 
recipes.152  These entrepreneurs came primarily from modest backgrounds and the beauty 
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industry served as a means of socio-economic mobility.  Florence Nightingale Graham, a 
young girl with little education or money, recreated herself by opening an elite Fifth 
Avenue salon and by changing her image to one of white upper-class elegance.  To better 
fit with her new, refined persona, Graham took the name, Elizabeth Arden.  African 
American entrepreneur Madam C. J. Walker marketed a line of cosmetics and hair 
products, developed specifically to enhance the beauty of black skin. Before the 1920s 
the small, localized beauty industry designated a uniquely feminine commercial space 
where women of all backgrounds could sell, develop, and consume the rising beauty 
culture.  
As the beauty industry became a respected, profitable business it was quickly 
usurped by white businessmen who, by the end of World War One, had transformed the 
small, localized industry into a national, billion-dollar business.  In 1926, the New York 
Times announced that over 30 million women over the age of 21 spent $5 million a day 
on cosmetics.153  Between 1915 and 1928, annual consumption on beauty products and 
services increased from $313 million to over $1 billion.154  Beauty products were no 
longer made in-house from patented “family recipes.”  Instead, most cosmetics 
companies outsourced the work to private-label manufacturers who mass-produced and 
sold generic products to a number of businesses.  Businesses then packaged the standard 
products with unique and flashy labels and sold them under their brand name.  As with 
the mass-production of fashion styles, mass-produced cosmetics enabled businesses to 
sell to a wider customer base, both geographically and economically.  
                                                                                                                                                 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2003); Susannah Walker, Style and Status: Selling Beauty to African 
American Women, 1920-1975, (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2007). 
153 D. E. Wheeler, “Beauty is a Big Business,” New York Times, October 24, 1926. 
154 Historical Statistics of the United States, Consumption expenditures, by type, 1900-1929, Table Cd1-77, 
http://hsus.cambridge.org/HSUSWeb/index.do. 
 
 70
Although popular culture presented cosmetics as universally used and purchased, 
women demonstrated a wide range of opinions towards cosmetics depending on class, 
age, and geographic location, among other things.  Generally, women in rural areas, older 
women, and poor or working-class wives were the least inclined to use cosmetics.  Those 
who did use cosmetics stuck with basic products such as face creams.  Such creams were 
seen as part of a hygienic, daily regimen that kept skin youthful and healthy.  Home 
economics departments often offered courses on proper skin care methods.  Makeup, on 
the other hand, was used for purely aesthetic purposes and still considered quite risqué by 
many.    Although cosmetic advertisements in the 1920s suggested that makeup use was a 
universal practice among women, decisions to “make up” was certainly a varied and 
personal decision. 
Those women who chose not to surrender to the beauty culture, however, were 
certainly aware of its widespread presence.  Equating makeup with modernity, they often 
called themselves “old-fashioned.” Like bobbed hair, makeup and cosmetics were often 
hailed in the twenties as unique to the modern woman, as symbols of women’s personal 
freedom.  A Washington Post article argues that “It was all right for the Victorian 
matrons and maids to refuse to employ artifice in caring for their beauty. They usually 
had plenty of time for sleep, morning walks and morning naps…they could hardly help 
have rosy cheeks and smooth, milk white skin.”  In contrast, the working “modern girl 
who leads a hurried…life has to resort to artificial aids to beauty or resign herself to 
being unattractive.”155  Consumption habits reflected this linkage of modernity and 
cosmetics as single wage-earners, young urban women, and college women were the 
most likely to use both creams as well as visible makeup.  Advertisers capitalized on this, 
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exploiting the image of a beautiful, chic modern girl to sell their products.  Rarely, 
however, did advertisements portray the modern woman actively participating in those 
domains that made her modern—i.e., the workforce, the college campus, in politics.  
Instead, advertisements relied on the spectacular, hyper-visible image of the modern 
woman—the film star, the pageant contestant, the wealthy socialite.  If cosmetics 
symbolized modernity, it certainly was a more glamorous modernity than most American 
women experienced. 
 
***Advertising and Promoting Beauty Ideals *** 
 
Figure 2.4: Dress advertisement from the 1920s.156 
 
While the expansion of the beauty industry generated a tremendous growth in the 
production of clothing and beauty supplies, the variety in products decreased as a result 
of increasingly narrow standards of beauty.  Thus, with so many nearly identical products 
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on the market, cosmetic companies had to compete aggressively with one another and 
advertising played the vital role in a company’s success or failure.  Businesses developed 
new national advertising strategies to address a wide array of consumers through a 
variety of mediums.  In a study of 1920s popular magazines, toiletries placed third among 
classes of goods advertised in magazines.157  In addition to capitalizing on the image of 
the film star in magazine advertisements, beauty companies used the films themselves to 
display their products.  Radio advertising appeared in the late 1920s, verbally reinforcing 
the messages that cosmetic companies displayed in their magazine advertisements.  After 
failed attempts to develop profitable lines for men, cosmetic advertisements focused 
increasingly on women.  Advertisements contained emotional, social, psychological 
messages that pressured women to scrutinize their appearance and to rely on products to 
achieve narrow beauty standards. 
In her work about African American beauty culture, historian Susannah Walker 
recognizes the inherent irony of the commercialized beauty culture:  “Advertising and 
consumer culture have presented the human body as malleable and always in need of 
improvement.  At the same time, advertisements have offered people a narrow body ideal 
to strive for, and a limited route to achieve it: through the purchase of specific goods and 
services.”158  Advertisements in the 1920s promised beauty to all women, but only 
through constant care, consumption, self-scrutiny and through the imitation of 
commercialized beauty norms. Beauty advertisers in the 1920s profited by penetrating 
into a woman’s deepest dreams, desires, and insecurities.  Linking physical beauty with 
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morality, personality, and attractiveness, cosmetic companies instilled deeper meaning 
into superficial beauty.  A soap advertisement asserts, “There’s character in soap and 
water.”159  The Ray Morris dress shop promotes its dresses as “fitting the personality as 
well as the figure” (Figure 2.4).  Washington Post columnist Mildred Holland wrote a 
weekly beauty column with tips on fashion, hair, makeup, and weight loss.  Ironically, 
she entitled it, “Making the Most of Personality.”   
Yet in the decade of spectacle and visual display, attracting the male gaze 
trumped all concerns of personality and character, conceived as a primary objective of 
modern women. “Beauty, indeed,” writes one journalist, “and the preservation of beauty 
have always...been subjects of deepest thought to women, with the two main purposes of 
making a favorable impression on men and of outshining all possible rivals of their own 
sex.”160  By promising male attention, advertisers promised women approval, sexual 
allure, and perhaps even marriage.  I. Miller sold its shoes by promises that “It is the foot 
that wears a slipper by I. Miller that draws the second glance of admiration.”161  The 
male gaze of mass culture was hyper-aware and hyper-critical.  It dissected women 
individual parts, a collection of chins, wrists, hips, and torsos, each with room for 
improvement and demanding scrupulous examination from women.  In a short story by F. 
Scott Fitzgerald, Marjorie explains to Bernice, “You never take care of your eyebrows.  
They’re black and lustrous, but by leaving them straggly they’re a blemish.”  When 
Bernice asks whether men even notice eyebrows, Marjorie replies, “Yes–subconsciously.  
And when you go home you ought to have your teeth straightened a little.  It’s almost 
into 
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imperceptible, [but] still –”162  Although women had the agency to strategically use and 
manipulate their appearance, they did so by dismembering their own image and 
reconfiguring it according to standards of a male-dominated beauty industry, all for the 
purpose of appearing attractive to the male eye.  
 
**Exclusion, Resistance, & Emulation: Complex Relationships of Race and Beauty** 
 
Figure 2.5: Madam C. J. Walker advertisement163 
 
While some women used beauty as an expression of individuality, however 
limited, others used it as a means to blend in.  Beauty, as a set of normative standards of 
physical appearance, is inextricably linked to race and women of color had a unique and 
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often challenging relationship with beauty culture.  Young, immigrant women often used 
makeup in order to disguise their foreign background under a mask of Americanism.  In 
her beauty column, Mildred Holland encouraged women to use makeup tool to “fix” 
one’s appearance.  “Cautious, common-sense, manipulation with the fingers and 
conscious expression control will soften and in some cases practically eliminate 
undesirable facial characteristics—even racial ones.”164  Some mainstream 
advertisements, however, actually recognized differences amongst women, celebrating it 
as a representative of the American melting pot.  Latina, Eastern European, and Italian 
women all appeared in cosmetics advertisements.  “There are many different kinds of 
flowers, roses, pansies, violets…each beautiful and complete in its own way,” wrote one 
newspaper columnist.  “There are also many different types of women…women in whom 
Viking blood surges, women whose minds still carry the weird, bleak notes of arctic 
Russia…laughing curly heads whose faces tell of the orient; steel willed beauties of the 
third Cro-Magnon age; and daughters of our good old Anglo-Saxon stock.”165    
However racially-charged his descriptions may be, the author recognizes the 
heterogeneity of American women, suggesting that women of all “types” have the 
potential for beauty.  Yet while the author goes so far as to include Stone Age Cro-
Magnon women in his list, one significant segment of the American female population is 
noticeably omitted. Excluded from beauty presented in mainstream media, African 
American women established their own unique and complex relationship with the 
American beauty industry.  Historian Davarian Baldwin argues that the black beauty 
culture “was embedded in the continuation of prior adornment practices before migration, 
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a desire to construct a particular vision of black modernity, and in the process a challenge 
to reform and religious prescriptions of bodily temperance and restraint in public 
behavior and representation.”166  Throughout Jim Crow realities of segregation, 
discrimination, and violence, the beauty culture served as a space to challenge and 
refashion mainstream normative femininity while recreating a modernized image of the 
black female body, and subsequently of the black female herself. 
The alteration and adornment of physical appearances as a vehicle to agency, 
identity, and recognition traces its roots back to the plantations where, influenced by 
traditional African beauty practices, African American slaves braided, wrapped, and 
treated their hair with oils and dyes.167  Such practices served the functional purpose of 
keeping hair protected and out of the way during field labor and housework, yet more 
importantly it served as a way to establish a degree of personal freedom within the 
bondage of slavery.  Historian Kathy Peiss identifies three ways in which the black 
beauty culture resisted accusations of white emulation and the seeming contradiction 
between racial solidarity and beauty: “by positioning cosmetics within a race-conscious 
economic nationalism, by proclaiming black women’s beauty as a sign of racial pride, 
and by asserting that African Americans had the same ‘natural’ right as all women to be 
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beautiful.”168  African American women used body and beauty display as part of an 
overall movement to establish a New Negro consciousness, as a way to present a new, 
modern black woman who countered the “mammy” stereotypes portrayed in mainstream 
media.   
By the early 1900s, some black women, like Annie Turnbo and Madam C. J. 
Walker, turned their own home beauty practices into flourishing economic businesses.  
By predominantly hiring African American female employees and establishing beauty 
colleges to train and develop a militia of black beauty culturists, these women established 
a separate black economic industry.  Furthermore, black journalist and entrepreneur 
Claude Barnett established the first African American advertising company to promote 
black businesses with modern, eye-catching advertisements in black publications while 
overshadowing white businesses.  The development of a distinct black beauty industry 
generated a powerful and empowering black economic nationalism.  
In addition to establishing powerful black beauty industries, the African American 
community was encouraged to boycott white companies that targeted black women with 
racist advertising such as the ad used by the white-run company, Plough Chemical: 
“Bleach Your Dark Skin…Be attractive! Throw off the chains that have held you back 
from the prosperity and happiness that belong to you.”169  Plough, which according to 
Claude Barnett did not employ a single African American worker,170 even went as far as 
to promote a blood purification treatment.  One advertisement that appeared in the 
Chicago Defender pictures an attractive, tale white male golfing with a short, comic-
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looking African American male caddy standing behind him.  The ad declares, “To Keep 
in the ‘Pink of Condition’…To make the last hole a perfect shot…Your Blood Must Be 
Pure…Plough’s Prescription C-2223: The Great Blood Purifier.”171  Advertisements by 
white-owned beauty companies promoted their products by suggesting that with them, 
black men and women could obtain the beauty, health, and status associated with 
whiteness.  By boycotting these companies, African Americans rejected the notion that 
beauty could be attained only through white emulation.     
Unlike political activism, the body was a physical site on which one could directly 
attach social and political messages. Displays of resistance and empowerment could be 
displayed through physical alteration in addition to emulation and reification of beauty 
norms. While advertisements for skin bleaches and hair straighteners were pervasive in 
black women’s magazines, the refusal of women like Walker and Turnbo to sell such 
products demonstrates a form of resistance to white beauty standards.  In contrast, these 
women promoted black beauty as a manifestation of racial pride and moral uplift.  
Madam C. J. Walker’s “Glorifying Our Womanhood” advertisements suggest that 
through the consumption of beauty products and manipulation of appearances, a black 
woman could promote a new image of modernity and respectability for all of black 
womanhood (Figure 2.5).  The black beauty industry carefully combined promises of 
moral uplift with promises of sexual attractiveness under a male gaze.  A Hi-Ja hair 
products advertisement asserts, “Your sweetheart—your husband is not blind.  If you 
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have short, ugly hair he knows it.”172  Images of glamorous modern black women, such 
as jazz icons Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith emphasized this new black sexuality.     
To successfully use beauty to make political statements and gain positions of 
power, however, black women had to strategically navigate within white-dominated 
ideals.  While in some ways African Americans resisted mainstream beauty culture, in 
other ways, they perpetuated and imitated white normative beauty standards.  Even 
advertisements that heralded black beauty presented images of black women with light 
skin, straight bobbed hair, and thin figures dressed in flapper fashions.  While the Miss 
Bronze America competition was established in 1927 in direct protest to the exclusion of 
black women from the Miss America pageant, the Miss Bronze finalists customarily 
displayed white beauty characteristics such as light complexions and smooth, 
straightened hair.173  In the era of Jim Crow, the image of the natural black woman was 
associated with stereotypes of primitiveness, hyper-sexuality and inferiority.  Therefore, 
in order to display the black woman as naturally upright, respectable, and moral, black 
women had to unnaturally alter their image according to the dominant white ideal.   
 
***Free to be Beautiful or Slaves to the Lipstick?*** 
 
I can show my shoulders, 
I can show my knees, 
I’m a free-born American, 
And can show what I please. 
-Protesting Flappers at a PTO Meeting about Dress Code174 
 
*** 
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Although you have won political freedom, you are still enslaved by the lipstick.  You still 
are the great exploited sex, as you will realize if you study the advertisements which are 
wholly based on appeals to your vanity.  What is the psychology of a meeting like this 
with the women all dolled up?   
Carrie Chapman Catt, 1928175 
 
 
  
 
  
Across racial and class lines, beauty was posited as a primary objective of 
American women in the 1920s.  Like the lyrical flappers at the PTO meeting, many 
American women viewed beauty as a way to express one’s individuality and freedom.  
Although newspapers and magazines often offered step-by-step guidelines for the proper 
use of cosmetics, most women experimented with their products, developing their own 
preferred uses.176  Beauty columnist Antoinette Donnelly encouraged women to mix and 
wear different colors of clothing, noting that, “Woman in general is trying to work herself 
out of the phase of monotonous uniformity because of the dawning realization that much 
of her power and even more of her fascination lies in the free exercise of her 
individuality.”177  Fashion, hair, and cosmetics enabled a woman to play with her 
appearance and offered her a degree of freedom in her self-presentation.   
Such personal freedom, however, came with limitations.  Despite her 
endorsement of individuality, Antoinette Donnelly proceeds to lay down specific rules to 
experimenting with colors. “If a brown-tan color is worn in the day, a light yellowish 
ochre is advised for showing under lights.  If a deep rose is worn in the day, a bright flesh 
                                                 
175 “Mrs. Catt Regrets Women Are Slaves To Their Lipsticks,” Chicago Daily Tribune, November 14, 
1928, 8. 
176 Kathy Peiss, Hope in a Jar, 180. 
177 Antoinette Donnelly, “Makeup Creates Individuality…” Chicago Daily Tribune, October 31, 1926, C2. 
 
 81
is recommended for night wear.”178  Individuality was encouraged, as long as it fell under 
the overarching, commercially produced standard of feminine beauty.  As Kathy Peiss 
observes, “Ironically, a period that began with cosmetics signaling women’s freedom and 
individuality ended in binding feminine identity to manufactured beauty, self-portrayal to 
acts of consumption.”179  
This tension between self-empowerment and internalization of beauty standards is 
revealed in the androgynous appearance of the modern woman.  Now that a woman had 
established a place for herself within a formerly masculine space, was it necessary for her 
to appear masculine in order to present herself as an equally powerful and capable figure?  
Or was her style a rejection the literal and figurative suffocation of antiquated Victorian 
dress and social mores of female subordination?  Perhaps bobbed hair and short, light 
dresses were physically more functional for modern women, allowing them to move 
around more freely in the work place or participate in sports without the interference of 
thick, heavy hair.  It is possible that the slender style of the 1920s was not representative 
of powerful masculinity but rather of childish frailty—as women expanded in the public 
sphere, did their bodies shrink in order to appear less threatening?  The androgynous 
appearance of the modern woman carries with it complex social meanings and changing 
forms of control and regulation.   
 Though seemingly contradictory to her androgynous image, the modern woman 
of the 1920s also appeared hyper-sexualized.  Wearing leg-baring dresses, noticeable 
makeup, accessories, and “exotic” colors and patterns, she eluded an aura of sexuality.  In 
wearing “Oriental” styles, women capitalized on the exotic appeal of “the other.”  Able to 
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put on and take off this foreign image, white women engaged in racial masquerade while 
marginalizing those women who could not remove this “otherness.”  The hyper-sexual 
display of the modern woman contained both empowerment and exposed vulnerability. 
Women used their sexual appeal to get attention from men, employers, and other women.  
Attention and sexuality, however, are defined by a male gaze.  By attempting to use 
sexual display as a form of power, women actually fashioned themselves as sexual 
objects, yielding their power to the male gaze.   
Although the mass-production of ready-to-made clothing made fashion accessible 
to a broader cross-section of the American population, it also placed the responsibility of 
fit from the clothing and onto the woman, herself.  Changes in beauty and fashion left the 
physical female body on continuous display.  The development of a commercially 
produced femininity and the new exposure and fascination with the female spectacle 
restructured the means of control over women and their bodies and appearance from 
external controls of corsets, disenfranchisement, domesticity, and chastity and turned 
them inward, ushering in new concerns of diet, exercise, and weight. 
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3. Female Bodies: Dieting, Exercise, and the Literal Manipulation of the Figure 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1: Postcard of Annette Kellerman180  
 
 
 In 1905, Annette Kellerman, an 18-year old Australian girl, earned international 
acclaim as the first woman to attempt to swim across the English Channel.  Although 
forced to abandon her efforts after five hours, Kellerman managed to outdo her male 
competitors, swimming about one-third of the distance.  She quickly became a revered 
celebrity, one of the first global pop icons, and soon all of America was closely following 
the career of the “best woman swimmer in the world” as she went undefeated by both 
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women and men.181  One article wrote that, “Miss Annette Kellerman…is receiving 
considerable attention…athletic American girls who are visiting [London]…are 
constantly asking her what they should do to become great swimmers.”182  It was not 
long, however, before America’s avid interest in Kellerman shifted from her athletic form 
to her physical figure and appearance.  By 1907, Kellerman was a star attraction at the 
Chicago Flea Circus where “the water nymph” was exhibited in a diving tank.  “None 
should fail to see Miss Kellerman,” wrote the Chicago Daily Tribune, “as she is not only 
an expert swimmer but a beautiful woman, who is at best in her bathing suit.”183 Under 
the gaze of the American eye, “the Diving Venus” went from a successful female athlete 
to a living, representative model of beautiful bodily perfection.   
 Despite the spectacularization and objectification of her body, Kellerman was by 
no means a passive victim of the public gaze. Liz Conor argues that while it was perhaps 
unsurprising that “feminine spectacle became iconic” in a commodity culture that viewed 
women as primary consumers, “the real scandal was what women themselves did with 
this iconicity: they adopted and negotiated it as an intrinsic part of their status as not just 
subjects, but specifically sexual subjects.”184  Kellerman actively used her body and the 
fascination that it aroused in the development and performance of her own sexualized 
identity.  Taking advantage of a variety of available media, Kellerman performed on 
vaudeville, starred in films, and wrote a weekly column in the Boston Daily Globe, 
entitled “How to Be Beautiful on Fifteen Minutes a Day.”  
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 Kellerman’s uninhibited display of body, sexuality, and strength did not go 
uncontested without suspicions about her moral character and decency.  During her first 
trip to America she was arrested in Boston for her shockingly risqué one-piece bathing 
costume.  In a 1909 divorce suit, a woman attacked Kellerman’s character by accusing 
her of having romantic relations with her husband.  In her ultimate display of physical 
sexuality, Kellerman caused quite a stir in 1916 when she starred in the film “Daughter of 
the Gods” and became the first major actress to do a nude scene.185  Despite these risqué 
scandals, the film was a national success and within a year of her arrest, women across 
the country were heading to the beach in their very own one-piece “Annette Kellermans.”  
It was precisely her scandalous image that brought Annette Kellerman her success. 
The fascination over Annette Kellerman’s body is representative of the growing 
fascination and visibility of the female figure and its relation to the new modern female.  
In 1919, Kellerman published a physical fitness guide entitled, Physical Beauty and How 
to Keep It.  In the book, Kellerman argued that a modern woman’s physical form should 
be reflective of her increasing independence and power.  “Fat is a weakening and in a 
society where woman’s weakness was a virtue, fatness in women may have been 
desirable.  But weakness is no longer a virtue, but a handicap to women; and the 
development of such natural health and strength as she possesses is a privilege and a 
duty.”186  With the removal of corsets, it was now a woman’s responsibility to develop, 
through her own personal agency, her own “muscular corset.”187  Although Annette 
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Kellerman’s body was certainly fuller and more muscular than that of the “boyish” 
flapper who rose to popularity in the twenties, the hyper-visibility and public interest in 
her body exemplifies the new spectacularization of the female form.  Furthermore, 
Kellerman’s interaction with this spectacularization reflects the active engagement that 
women had with their bodies and appearances.   
 
 
From S-Curves to No Curves 
 
“Slim’s the word. A Plump beauty has a fat chance of being  
popular in these anemic times.”188 
 
Before Paul Poiret and Coco Chanel introduced the leg-baring, corset-less 
fashions of the 1920s, a woman’s body was concealed under layers of Victorian dress and 
therefore, a woman’s face was her primary mark of beauty.  In 1890, Cosmopolitan 
magazine described the ideal feminine beauty: “Golden hair united to brown or hazel 
eyes, soft, smooth skin with faint olive shading, little color in the cheeks, features sharply 
defined (although relieved by a slight facial fullness), and the figure healthily 
rounded.”189  Even when Lillian Russell, the femme fatale of the Victorian era, tipped the 
scales at almost 200 pounds, she was still considered one of the most beautiful women of 
her time.190   Rather than relying on diet and exercise, a woman manipulated her figure 
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externally, using clothing and tightly-laced undergarments to create the illusion of a 
perfect figure.   
By the 1920s, the face was no longer the defining feature of woman’s beauty.  In 
her beauty column, Annette Kellerman asserted that, “The beautiful woman should, of 
course, have a pretty face, but the perfect figure is even more essential: and behind 
this…a woman must be beautiful of body to the very core of her being: she must have 
health-beauty, vital radiant health that keeps the bloom upon her cheek.”191  The 
American gaze no longer preferred the “healthily rounded” figure of the Lillian Russell 
era.  When Vanity Fair surveyed men about the ideal woman in 1926, one gentleman 
actually gave specific measurements: the perfect beauty was 5 feet, 5 ½ inches tall, 
weighed 117 pounds, and wore a size 5 in shoes.  Another man held that, “A girl 
weighing 100 to 105 pounds has ten times more chance of marriage than the 135-
pounder, and twenty-five more chances than the 150.”192  The body had taken on new 
meanings of health, beauty, and sexuality and, and one article noted, “slim” was “the 
word.” 193 
 
 
Weighing on the Public Mind 
 
On April 22, 1920, an advertisement appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune.  
“Does madam lean toward being—er—fat—no, plump?” it announced. “Does she wish 
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to have this ever so little obesity removed free of charge? If so, she and all her sisters and 
brother…[should fall] into line at 9 o’clock this morning in the office of Health 
Commissioner John Dill Robertson.”194  The new weight loss strategy was to be a public 
competition consisting of two teams, one of twenty-five women and the other of twenty-
five men.  In this old-time version of the Biggest Loser, the men and women would 
subject themselves to strenuous exercise, rigid diets, and daily weigh-ins to see which 
team could lose the greatest number of pounds in four weeks.195  While not one man had 
signed up the day after the advertisement appeared, twenty-four women, ranging from 
housewives to office managers arrived ready to begin the challenge.  By the end of the 
week, Dr. Robertson had rounded up enough men and women for the competition and 
Chicago Tribune’s beauty columnist Antoinette Donnelly signed on as the leader of the 
men’s team.  
The “anti-fat” war between Chicago’s overweight men and women demonstrates 
not only the new strategies for weight-loss developed in the 1920s but also the new, 
publicized meanings of body and the growing obsession of Americans, particularly 
American women, with controlling and altering their figures to fit public ideals of perfect 
bodily type.  No longer constrained under the external control of the corset, women 
internalized the control by policing, disciplining, and altering their own physical bodies 
through new “weapons” of diet and exercise.  
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***Reducing and Diet: “Every Woman’s Concern”*** 
             
Figure 3.2 (left): Sample menu from Dr. Robertson’s diet plan 
Figure 3.3 (right): Newspaper advertisement that demonstrates new concerns with dieting. 
 
As with most modern weight-loss strategies, a major component of Dr. 
Robertson’s plan was diet.  “The dieting will be severe at least to those who like sweets 
and rich foods,” the doctor warned.  “Starchy foods, breads, cereals, butter, cream, 
potatoes, and so forth are on the “verboten” list.  Salads, spinach, cabbage, brussels-
sprouts, fish and lean meats are…recommended.”196  Each day, the contestants followed 
strict diet menus that were published in the Tribune for readers to try themselves (Figure 
3.2). While these concepts of limiting calories and fat seem obvious today, the science of 
calories was only just developing in 1920.   
Before the turn of the century, dieting was not a method of weight loss but one of 
moral uplift—a pious rejection of gluttony and subsequently a symbolic rejection of other 
earthly vices.  In the mid-1800s, Reverend Sylvester Graham, America’s first diet guru, 
advertised his Graham crackers along with plain, fresh fruits and vegetables as the perfect 
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wholesome and virtuous diet—simple, bland, and easily digested.  Extended periods of 
fasting which would today be classified as anorexia nervosa were understood then as 
expressions of religious devotion.  By the 1900s, however, dieting became increasingly 
connected with weight and body size, yet was never cut loose from its moral rhetoric.  
Horace Fletcher developed a method of weight loss that quickly became a popular fad 
across America.  “Fletcherism” consisted of laboriously chewing every bite of food, even 
soup and milk, until it was pulverized into an easily digested liquid.  Known as “The 
Great Masticator,” Fletcher promised that his method would lead to weight loss as well as 
bodily purification.  Although the practice lost popularity with the arrival of calorie-
counting, Fletcher’s rigorous methods significantly transformed the relationship between 
modern Americans and diet.  With the arrival of Fletcherism, diet became a systematic 
process while the body became a machine that could be altered and improved through 
strict control and vigilant monitoring.     
Although the science of calories was discovered in the late 1800s, it did not 
receive national attention until 1918 when Lulu Hunt Peters, a doctor from California 
who herself had lost 70 pounds by counting calories, introduced her widely popular 
weight-loss guide, Diet and Health with a Key to the Calories.  With hand-drawn 
illustrations, simple equations, and casual vernacular, her book provided scientific 
definitions and descriptions of calories, carbohydrates, fats, and vitamins, in a way that 
was comprehensible for the average American.  Peters relates to her readers by assuming 
that they, like her, are all overweight married women, suggesting that even from its 
inception, calorie-counting has been uniquely a woman’s project.  Peter focuses 
specifically on weight loss rather than on other weight, body, and nutrition issues, 
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signifying the rising national glorification of slimness.  She shows little patience for thin 
women hoping to gain weight, writing, “I am not particularly interested in you anyway, 
for I cannot get your point of view.  How anyone can want to be anything but thin is 
beyond my intelligence.”197  After an overview of calories and nutrition, Peters lays out 
her step-by-step diet plan: form a support group, fast to flush out toxins, eat a set number 
of calories per day, and exercise.  Excitedly declaring to her readers, “Eat what you like 
and grow thin? Yes; follow me,”198 Peter’s weight loss strategy is remarkably modern or, 
as Laura Fraser notes, “as depressingly familiar as Weight Watchers.”199 
The new trend in calorie-counting soon aligned forces with another popular 
development: the scale.  The private bathroom scale appeared in the early 1920s but for 
the majority of families who could not afford their own, most department stores offered 
penny scales.200  On a functional level, the scale enabled a woman to keep track of every 
minor fluctuation in her weight.  On a deeper level, however, the number on the scale 
signified a grade that announced a woman’s success or failure. With a calorie-controlled 
diet and a scale, women had the ultimate weapons for self-control: a set of rules to follow 
and a way to keep oneself constantly in check.  By “reducing” or “slimming,” women 
limited their food intake as if it were a game or a challenge, an expression of one’s 
personal discipline and the malleability and improvability of the body.  College home 
economics departments developed courses to train young women on proper eating habits.  
While in theory, reducing was an exercise of “free willed” self-control, in actuality, 
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women were surrendering themselves as slaves to the numbers, punished and tormented 
by their own game.  In 1925, the New York Times described this unstable relationship 
between women and dieting in a way that perhaps sounds all too familiar today:  
Reducing has become every woman’s concern…Some merely toy the scales at 
130 pounds.  They would much prefer to read 125 and they shrink from 
140…They returned from card parties determined to subsist on raw cabbage and 
buttermilk—except for parties of course.  They are strict with themselves for a 
week, then they weaken.  Still they forego potatoes and call it reducing.201 
 
As the modern woman broke free of the controls of domesticity and corsets, the vicious 
cycle of diet, temptation, and numbers on a scale established a different set of restrictions 
and controls over women’s bodies.   
 
***Sports and Exercise*** 
 
Figure 3.3: Two of Dr. Robertson’s contestants competing in a “friendly exhibition of the manly 
art of give and take.”202 
 
The other edge of the calorie sword constituted the other component of Dr. 
Robertson’s weight-loss plan: exercise and calorie-burning.  Dr. Robertson required that 
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all of his contestants wear overalls and announced to the public that, “There will be 
outdoor work, plenty of it.” In addition, “As bending and stooping are necessary, there 
will be work over the wash tub and other similar household devices,” Robertson said 
demonstrating that exercise could be incorporated into daily life at home for a woman.203  
Throughout the four weeks of the challenge, the contestants went on regular hikes and 
Tribune readers were often encouraged to participate as well.      
Although by the 1920s, women were participating in a variety of sports and 
exercises at a variety of levels, historically, women had been discouraged from most 
physical activity.  With motherhood as a woman’s primary role, women’s bodies, 
particularly their reproductive organs, were considered too delicate for exercise and 
squeezed tightly into corsets, it was nearly impossible for women to be physically active 
regardless.  Furthermore, muscle was equated with the hard labor of the lower-classes 
and was therefore undesirable.  By the turn of the century, however, changes and 
developments in fashion, body and beauty ideals, and health and exercise science helped 
usher in a physical culture movement, a movement for movement that encouraged 
activity for both men and women.      
Single-sex colleges constituted one of the primary arenas for the growth of 
women’s fitness.  By the late 1870s, many women’s schools, such as Smith College, had 
instituted mandatory gym classes along with extracurricular and recreational sporting 
opportunities.  Women participated in activities such as basketball, baseball, tennis, 
snowshoeing, hiking, walking, and swimming.  In response to concerns that physical 
fitness was effeminate and that competition would coarsen young women, students and 
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authorities emphasized that fitness fostered feminine qualities such as grace, good 
posture, and self-control as well as teamwork and cooperation.204   
Most black colleges did not have the funding for institutionalized sports, but 
recreational activities were generally encouraged.  Because African American women 
were already considered physically strong, however, college authorities were less 
concerned with building bodies and health than with building character and morals.  At 
coeducational colleges, athletics fell into the masculine domain and though women’s 
athleticism was present and accepted, it was greatly overshadowed by men’s sports.  
Margaret Lowe argues that women at single-sex colleges were uniquely able to 
participate in “a conventionally masculine game as within the bounds of femininity by 
confining it to campus and defining it as health building.”205 Within the exclusively 
female space of a women’s college, young women dominated athletics, both on the field 
and in the stands and displayed their bodies as strong, able, and even aggressive. 
In addition to college sports, female participation in professional sports also rose 
dramatically in the 1920s.  In 1900, the first nineteen American women competed in the 
Olympic Games in Paris, France.  In the 1920 games in Antwerp, 77 American women 
competed and in 1928, 290 women competed in Amsterdam.206  Articles advocating 
women’s athletic organizations, such as one entitled, “The Need for a Woman’s Golf 
Association,” inundated popular magazines of the period.207  Often, an article on a male 
sport was followed by a similar article on females playing the same sport.  Female 
athletes, such as Annette Kellerman and American swimmer Gertrude Ederle were 
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idolized and, as one Boston Daily Globe journalist observed, gave women a “new 
physical dignity.”208 This physical dignity, however, came with limitations. While 
African American women were encouraged to participate in sports at black colleges, 
however, they were entirely excluded from professional sports. The pervasive view of the 
black female body as hyper-sexualized and primitive challenged African American 
women’s participation in sports well into the late twentieth century.  For the white 
women able to partake in sports, as Annette Kellerman illustrated, there was a constant 
pressure to emphasize their femininity through displaying their bodies not only as athletic 
but as beautiful. 
Unlike dieting, exercise was generally seen as an enjoyable recreation for women.  
Speaking about the women on Dr. Robertson’s team, Antoinette Donnelly observed, “No 
time did [the women] lose after they jumped into their middles and bloomers or one-piece 
bathing suits.  One hopped into the rowboat and began to train her arms down, another 
took the stationary bike like the proverbial duck and the water pond.  Everybody laughing 
heartily all the while at the other’s good nature.”209  Attached to this article is a 
photograph of two of the female contestants boxing with happy, empowered looks on 
their faces (Figure 3.3).  Yet exercise was also an essential weight-loss tool.  Newspapers 
and magazines often provided women with easy, at-home stretches and exercises with the 
promise that they would result in “a delightfully svelte appearance…[that] will impart 
much grace to your figure.”210  Through exercise, women were promised strength, 
leisure, and health as well as femininity, slimness, beauty, and attention.  
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***America’s Relationship with Body*** 
 
 
For the entire four weeks of Dr. Robertson’s challenge, the Chicago Daily 
Tribune posted the pounds lost by each contestant along with before-after pictures, diet 
regimens, and exercises used in the competition. Ultimately, the men reigned as 
champions of this “anti-fat war,” although Mrs. Susie Jones left the competition an 
astonishing twenty-five pounds lighter, losing the most weight of all of the female 
contestants.211  Dr. Robertson’s publicized weight-loss challenge and the popularity that 
it gained illustrates America’s hyper-visible fascination with body in the 1920s.  Within 
one year of the competition, cities across the country were hosting their own weight-loss 
competitions.  While in some ways, the body craze of the 1920s served to promote 
women’s health, empowerment, and strength, it also reconfigured traditional controls, 
objectifications, and exploitations of the female body onto the modern woman. 
America’s relationship with body changed significantly in the 1920s largely 
because of the scale and calories. Without a scale, weight is intangible, an 
incomprehensible concept that cannot truly be monitored.  A scale, however, attaches 
numeric meaning to weight, and in doing so, standardizes it, assigning to it social 
meaning and a range that separates normal from abnormal.  Advertisements and the 
beauty industry capitalized on the new social meaning of weight, suggesting that if a 
woman fell outside “normal” standards of female weight, body and beauty, her own 
femininity would be questioned or rejected.  When a 22-year-old girl asked beauty advice 
columnist Viola Paris whether her acne was caused by her diet of potatoes and bread and 
butter, Paris responds that, “These particular foods…don’t encourage pimples, but 
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overloading the system does.  Don’t eat heavily of potatoes and bread and butter, or you 
will soon grow so very fat that you will lose your attractiveness.”212   Ignoring the 
reader’s concern with skincare and health, Paris emphasizes only the social, objectified 
meaning of body equating fatness with the inability to attract. 
From limiting one’s consumption of them to burning them through exercise, 
calories became the standard unit of weight and body.  Yet like the flapper, the calorie 
was only partly real and partly imagined.  Cultural historian Dr. Hillel Schwartz observes, 
“The calorie was a figment, as invisible to the naked eye as the stars…and as much a 
cultural invention as the waist being measured on bathing beauties in the Miss America 
contests of the 1920s.  There were calories, and distant stars, and waists, but one found 
them by extrapolation from scales, spectra, and tables of symmetry.”213  The calorie, like 
any unit of measurement, was a social construction, a number assigned to a certain thing 
and given special meaning.  Like the scale attributed a number to weight, the calorie did 
so to food.  Unable to see or even visualize a calorie, however, a person must inevitably 
rely on what they are told: limit yourself to 1,300 calories per day; one medium-sized 
apple has 100 calories; one slice of pie has 300 calories.  Because of their invisibility, 
calories, though rooted in science, are also based on blind faith.  While the science behind 
the calorie legitimizes it as a stagnant law of nature, the blind belief in the calorie gives it 
an unseen, almost godly power.  In personally monitoring what she ate in terms of caloric 
intake, a woman could manifest her own self-control and agency using the scientific logic 
of calories, yet she was still ultimately surrendering her control to an invisible construct, 
a set of created rules of good foods and bad foods.  This scientific yet spiritual essence of 
                                                 
212 Viola Paris, “Beauty and You,” The Washington Post, March 18, 1927, 10. 
213 Hillel Schwartz, Never Satisfied: A Cultural History of Diets, Fantasies and Fat (New York: The Free 
Press, 1986), 177. 
 
 99
the calorie generated the widespread intrigue and obsession over diet, exercise and body 
in the 1920s.     
Companies capitalized on the hyper-publicized trend for slimness by promoting 
their own methods of weight-loss.  By dissolving a fragrant powder called Florazona in 
the bathtub and bathing for only fifteen minutes, an advertisement promised that one 
could remove excess flesh and lose up to one whole pound instantly.  Florazona, which 
was really just a combination of baking soda, iodides, and perfume, brought in $20,000 
annually.214  By rolling the “scientifically designed” Punkt-Roller, a bar with rubber cups 
attached to it, up and down the body, one could remove any “unwanted fat” or “double 
chin” in ten minutes.215  An advertisement for Lucky Strike cigarettes declares, “reach for 
a Lucky instead of a fattening sweet.  Thousands are doing it—men keep healthy and fit, 
women retain a trim figure.”216 Notice that the advertisement promises health to men but 
trimness to women.  Perhaps the most outrageous was Dr. Walter’s Medicated Rubber 
Garments with which promised to “reduce your flesh, arm, legs, bust, or entire body.”217  
The advertisement presents a woman wearing a “rubber chin reducer” that closely 
resembles a gladiator helmet.  In addition to these innocuous, not to mention ineffective, 
weight loss products, some women took large financial and health risks to alter their 
bodies ranging from unnecessary thyroid medication to surgery.        
 It was not long before America’s obsession with weight captured the attention of 
the medical field.  In 1926, members of the American Medical Association met in New 
York for a conference on adult weight and the potential dangers of reducing, which the 
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doctors deemed a “psychic contagion” and “mass phenomenon” in America.  The doctors 
concluded that although not enough studies had been done to determine the relationship 
between weight and health, “drastic methods of reducing without careful supervision, 
whether by drugs, diet or massage, were apt to be dangerous.”218   One doctor recalled a 
case in which a young girl, harassed by her mother about her weight, began taking 
thyroid extract and developed a mental disorder after accidentally overdosing on the 
medication.219  As much as health concerns were expressed by the medical professionals 
at the conference, however, the social meanings of weight still resonated clearly.  Dr. 
Lewllys F. Barker of John Hopkins University actually commended girls who dieted.  
“They are praiseworthy because they desire social approval,” he argued, “and social 
approval in their set is given to people who are undernourished.  And I am going to praise 
them because they are exhibiting a willingness to curb their natural appetites for food and 
candy and for the fattening things of life for the sake of an ideal.”220  It seems that almost 
no one could escape the obsession with slimness.   
 One segment of the American population, however, did remain generally removed 
from national trends in slimness and reducing.  While African American women placed 
beauty as a primary objective and way of appropriating spaces of power and politics, they 
were almost entirely removed from the trends in slimness and reducing.  Discussions of 
dieting are mostly absent from black periodicals from the 1920s.  Cultural historian Peter 
Stearns recognizes a number of reasons for the lack of concern over size in the African 
American community.  Concerned with moral and racial uplift, black women’s view of 
body image was often connected to the religious belief that a woman should accept and 
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love her God-given body.  It is also possible that African traditions of food preferences 
and an association of fat women with beauty and power have endured in African 
American culture.221   
 I would also argue that because black women were already largely excluded from 
the mainstream beauty ideal based on their skin color alone, losing weight was not a 
primary concern as it was for many white women.  Instead of attempting to assimilate to 
white standards of body image, black women created their own standard of body image 
that glorified the full-bodied figure.  Black woman’s history of doing strenuous physical 
labor, whether on plantations or as domestic servants, has established a link between 
physical size, strength, and power.  Robust women are considered healthy and efficient 
laborers and therefore, size was an advantage for black working women.  As Stearns 
observes, in many ways the relationship between African American women and body 
allows black women more freedom and power to set their own standards of body image. 
222  Although in different ways, cultural meanings of beauty and power were inscribed on 
the physical body for black and white women, alike.       
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
    The Paradox of Feminine Power 
 
 
“‘Miss America represents the highest ideals. She is a real combination of beauty, grace, 
and intelligence, artistic and refined. She is a type which the American Girl might well 
emulate.’" 
 
“Those words were spoken by Atlantic City Chamber of Commerce President Frederick 
Hickman more than 75 years ago, and they still ring true today. Miss America is a role 
model to young and old alike, and a spokesperson, using her title to educate millions of 
Americans on an issue of importance to herself and society at large.” 
 
-Taken from the official Miss America website223 
 
 In 1931, just two years after the stock market crash that thrust America out of the 
Roaring Twenties and into the Great Depression, historian Frederick L. Allen published 
his book, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s.  He began the work asking, 
“If time were suddenly to turn back to the earliest days of the Post-War decade, and you 
were to look about you, what would seem strange to you?  Since 1919 the circumstances 
of American life have been transformed—yes, but exactly how?”224  The 1920s 
dramatically altered the cultural landscape of America, ushering in an era of modernity 
that distinguished the twentieth century from its predecessors.  When Allen wrote his 
book, the 1920s actually were only yesterday.  The introduction to the Miss America 
website suggests, however, that in regards to women, beauty, and power, the 1920s can 
still be considered only yesterday today. 
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 On January 24, 2009, 22-year-old Katie Stam from Seymour, Indiana accepted the 
title as the 84th Miss America.225  Over the past nine decades, the Miss America pageant 
has gone through a number of changes, yet the basic tenets have remained the same—a 
national competition in which judges select a young woman to represent the American 
ideal.  In recent years, Miss America has attempted to shift its image from to a beauty 
pageant to a scholarship opportunity for women.  “The Miss America Organization is one 
of the nation’s leading achievement programs and the world’s largest provider of 
scholarship assistance for young women,” asserts the website.  In order to reinvent its 
image, the women now take on a platform of social change and actively participate in 
community service.  The criteria for selecting Miss America have also changed.  In the 
1920s, judges based their decision solely off of physical features such as eyes, nose, 
facial expressions, and torso.  Only the ten points for “grace of bearing” implied a 
judgment beyond physical display. Today, the talent portion of the competition as well as 
the interview each make up thirty percent of the scorecard and the interview thirty 
percent while swimsuit and evening wear each comprise fifteen percent.  
 Yet in spite of this perceived shift from a beauty pageant to a scholarship 
opportunity, the physical display of women and the perpetuation of normative beauty 
standards still constitute a major part of the Miss America competition.  Although the 
former Bather’s Revue or swimsuit competition is now deemed “Lifestyle and Fitness,” 
one cannot help but wonder: if it is genuinely a test of physical fitness, then why do the 
women wear high heels instead of sneakers?  For the second consecutive year, the 2009 
contest was aired as a reality television program in which the American public had the 
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opportunity to select four of the top fifteen contestants.  This expands the public display 
of the pageant girl and the power of judgment over her from the panel of judges to the 
entire country.  Now, the average American plays a role in scrutinizing and judging the 
Miss America contestants.  Furthermore, if the Miss America organization is truly 
seeking a scholarly and charitable woman, it is discriminatory to prevent married women 
from competing.  Rather than demonstrating a consideration of scholarship, this rule 
implies that the Miss America organization finds that married women lack the sensuality 
necessary to appeal to the public eye. 
 The Miss America pageant, whether from 1920 or today, clearly exposes a 
distinct link between female power and beauty.  In some ways, the competition 
demonstrates the enormous strides that women as a group have made in the public 
sphere.  Many pageant contestants are intelligent and successful college students with 
ambitious career aspirations.  Through Miss America, contestants have an outlet to make 
their voice heard nationally on various important social issues such as child safety, drunk 
driving prevention, and efforts to find a cure for cancer.  No longer confined solely to 
issues of domesticity, women are able to actively work for social and political change in a 
variety of areas.  Women like Hillary Clinton and Michelle Obama testify to the fact that 
women of all backgrounds are increasingly able to establish themselves as dominant and 
respected political and social figures.  Yet, the power and accomplishment of the Miss 
America contestants is inextricably linked to their own physical appearance and the way 
in which they display themselves.  Who has not read about Hillary’s bright collection of 
monochromatic suits or the J. Crew outfit worn by Michelle?   
 
 105
 The mass-produced and mass-advertised beauty culture that began in the 1920s 
and continues today inevitably creates a limited and narrow standard of beauty.  The 
promotion one image of “ideal beauty” and the products and services that come with it 
subsequently produce an increasingly homogenous appearance of some women while 
marginalizing and excluding others.  In her article, “Our Lost Individuality,” 1920s 
journalist Loren Knox wrote that, “though we…boast of our individuality, we are 
regarded to-day by those who cater to our wants as an absorbent mass, rather than as 
discriminating units. Great agencies of supply gives us a range of selection…But each 
differentiation is the standard choice of so large a number that it becomes a class 
itself…”226  Although women have the agency and power to control their own 
appearances, they are perpetually altering their appearance to fit commercially-produced 
standards of what is desirable.      
 While in some ways the shift to a consumer culture of mass-production served to 
democratize the beauty industry, allowing a broader and more diverse group of women to 
afford the products necessary to fit beauty standards, its narrow definition of beauty 
excludes many women from adhering to such standards.  It was not until 2001 that an 
Asian American woman became Miss America.  Since 1980, only five women of color 
have won the Miss America crown.  While beauty companies may no longer advertise 
skin bleaches targeted specifically at African American women, standards of beauty still 
promote a look that we equate to whiteness.  In the 2004 season of reality show 
America’s Next Top Model, runner-up Yaya DaCosta responded to comments that she 
displayed an “Afrocentric” image: 
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I’m not Afrocentric, I’m just natural.  But in this country, black women who 
don’t straighten their hair with chemical processing are stereotyped and 
labeled…Just because we don’t straighten our hair doesn’t mean we’re trying to 
be anything else—we’re being ourselves.  If anything hurts me about that, it’s 
that I wasn’t allowed the luxury of being myself like the other girls were.  
Nobody asks Cassie, Ann or Amanda to be “less white.” I’m used to having to 
defend my very being. 
 
DaCosta ultimately lost to Eva Pigford, another African American who displayed a more 
“European” image with “chemically straightened hair, light eyes, and a lighter hue.”227  
From the 1920s to today, the American commercial beauty culture promotes an unnatural 
look of assimilation for women of color while presenting their natural look as exotic or 
foreign. 
 The exposure of the beauty contestant’s physical bodies illustrates the relation 
between a woman’s display and her own body.  In the 1921 pageant, beauty contestants 
shocked the American public when they appeared in scandalous one-piece bathing suits à 
la Annette Kellerman.  Today, pageant contestants appear in revealing bikinis that leave a 
woman’s body almost completely exposed.  With so little ability to conceal one’s body, 
the figure is of much importance.  As it was in the 1920s, slim is still “the word” and it 
has, in fact, taken on a new set of standards.  Margaret Gorman’s successor to the Miss 
America throne Mary Campbell was 5’7” and weighed 140 pounds.  Although by no 
means overweight, this is a remarkable difference from the sometimes skeletal, modern 
Miss America contestants.  Debbye Turner, for example, the 1990 Miss America winner, 
was 5’8” yet weighed only 118 pounds.  This new pressure for thinness led to the rise in 
eating disorders that in today’s world has become one of the most serious problems for 
American women.     
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 Thus we arrive at the true paradox of feminine power.  As women establish 
themselves as powerful public figures with their own agency and voice, they are 
increasingly pressured to conform to a commercialized normative femininity.  The 
Modern Woman of the 1920s set a precedent that tied public power to public display.  
The beauty industry and advertisers capitalized on this link by establishing a narrowly 
defined beauty ideal that could be achieved only through the consumption of fashion and 
beauty products.  The beauty ideal of slimness demands the tight regulation over one’s 
own body and as women expand into public society, they are increasingly forced to 
shrink their own physical bodies. The construction of a narrow definition of beauty 
inevitably creates a wide definition of “un-beauty” that is inextricably linked to class, 
race, age, and ability.  Though in many ways women of color have resisted pressure of 
beauty normalization, their exclusion from mainstream beauty has restricted their power 
and exploited and exoticized their appearance.  The Modern Woman of the 1920s 
liberated and empowered today’s American women, while at the same time denying 
some women of their femininity and submerging others further into the suffocating grasp 
of self-regulation and societal constructs. 
 In recent years, the Miss America pageant has received less public attention.  In 
the decade between 1995 and 2005, pageant viewership dropped from 25 million to less 
than 10 million.228  Dropped from the major broadcasting networks ABC, CBS, and 
NBC, the pageant was moved to the Country Music Channel in 2007 and has aired on 
TLC for the past two years. Tellingly, I was unable to find a single article announcing 
Katie Stam’s victory in the New York Times.  The one mention that I did find of her, 
however, was featured in a comedic blog called Laugh Lines.  “Did you know this? We 
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have a brand-new Miss America, Katie Stam, from Indiana. They choose Miss America 
based on personality, how the young woman looks in a swimsuit, and how she looks in 
evening gowns. That is the competition. It’s the same way that John McCain chooses a 
running mate.”229  The little media attention that was given to Katie Stam when she won 
the Miss America title mocked and trivialized the beauty pageant while suggesting a 
connection between trivial beauty and political power.  In analyzing the decline and 
trivialization of the Miss America pageant, one arrives at an important question.  Are 
people not watching Miss America because they are tired of the objectification and 
exploitation of women? Or are they not watching because there are so many other media 
outlets exploiting and objectifying women that Miss America no longer stands out?    
 Liz Conor writes that, “At the very time when modernity found new ways to 
articulate sexual difference through the gendered divide between spectator and spectacle, 
new ways were also inadvertently opened to women to articulate themselves as gendered, 
modern subjects, by constituting themselves as spectacles.  The objectification of women 
was and is real. It has never, however, been absolute.”230  This thesis does not attempt to 
suggest that women are permanently trapped under the control of an all-powerful beauty 
culture. In contrast, women have the agency and power to choose their appearance and to 
subjectively experience and control their physical display.  Yet too often women simply 
surrender their control to the standards of beauty dictated to them by a patriarchal 
capitalist society.   
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 Feminist Nancy Fraser identifies two types of remedies to injustice that she labels 
affirmation and transformation.  Affirmative remedies aim at “correcting inequitable 
outcomes of social arrangements without disturbing the underlying framework that 
generates them.”  Transformative remedies, in contrast, aim at “correcting inequitable 
outcomes precisely by restructuring the underlying generative framework.”231   For the 
true liberation, women must resist normalized, commercially-produced beauty standards 
that pressure women to conform and consume while excluding and marginalizing women 
who fall outside such artificial beauty ideals. An affirmative solution of strategically 
gaining power by working within commercial beauty norms will never break the chains 
controlling and exploiting women.  It is only through a transformative solution, in which 
narrow standards of beauty are deconstructed and beauty becomes a nebulous and 
subjective term that women can be truly liberated.  
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